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Foreword

In Germany, hardly anyone knows the name Conrad Weiser. That is no accident — it is part of a larger silence.

The Germans were the largest non-English immigrant group in the history of the United States. More than seven million came between the early eighteenth and the late nineteenth century. They cleared the forests of Pennsylvania, plowed the plains of Ohio and Wisconsin, founded churches, schools, newspapers, entire cities. In 1790, one in three residents of Pennsylvania was of German descent. Benjamin Franklin’s famous complaint that the Germans would soon push out the English was no exaggeration — it was a census count.

Then they disappeared.

Not physically. Culturally. What remained of German-American identity after two world wars was a silence that continues to this day. Family names were anglicized, congregations switched languages, stories were lost. The Germans in America became invisible — not because they had contributed little, but because after 1917 it was risky to remember.

Conrad Weiser belongs to the lost. In the United States, a school, a state forest, and a historic site bear his name. In Pennsylvania, every schoolchild knows who he was — or knew, at least, before the curricula changed. In Germany, the country where he was born, no one knows him.

And yet he was no small man.

Weiser was born in 1696 in Affstätt near Herrenberg, the son of a Württemberg baker who had previously served as a dragoon. At thirteen he fled with his family from the devastated southwest of Germany — across Rotterdam, London, the Atlantic — to New York. At sixteen he lived for eight months among the Mohawk and learned their language. At thirty he was the only man in the British colony of Pennsylvania who could mediate between the European and the Indian world. He did it for thirty years — as interpreter, diplomat, negotiator, peacemaker. His grandson Frederick Muhlenberg became, in 1789, the first Speaker of the American House of Representatives. The Bill of Rights lay on his desk.

Weiser was not the only one. The history of German emigration to America is full of such figures — people who saw no future in the Old World and did things in the New that went far beyond what their origins would have led anyone to expect. The Palatines of 1709, the Forty-Eighters after the failed revolution, the millions in between and after — all of them left because Germany could not or would not hold them.

What Germany lost, America gained.

That is not a sentimental statement. It is a historical one. The Forty-Eighters — Carl Schurz, Friedrich Hecker, Franz Sigel, and hundreds of others — brought with them democratic convictions that were forbidden in Germany and needed in America. Schurz became a senator, Secretary of the Interior, a counselor to Lincoln. Hecker led a regiment in the Civil War. The irony is bitter: the same men who had fought and lost in Baden and the Palatinate for constitution and freedom helped in America to defend those very values — with the rifle, with the pen, with the vote.

Conrad Weiser came a hundred and thirty years before the Forty-Eighters. But the mechanism was the same. A man whose homeland did not need him went where he was needed, and did something there that no one else could do.

This book tells his story. It is not a biography in the academic sense — there are no footnotes, no excursions, no scholarly debates. It is a narrative that stays close to the sources and, where the sources fall silent, does not invent but falls silent in turn. The scenes have been reconstructed from letters, minutes, and autobiographies; the landscapes, paths, and seasons from contemporary descriptions.

In July 2026 the American Declaration of Independence marks its two hundred and fiftieth anniversary. Frederick Muhlenberg, Conrad’s grandson, was one of the men who made it possible. It seemed the right moment to remember the man with whom that story began — on a bearskin, in a longhouse by the Mohawk River, in the winter of 1713.

Andreas Paul John Berlin, 2026
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Chapter 1: The First of May



Großaspach, Duchy of Württemberg. May 1, 1709.

Morning came gray over the hills. No birdcall, no wind. Only the dull drip of meltwater falling from the gutters of the bakehouse — slow, steady, almost like a heartbeat.

Conrad sat on the wooden step outside the barn door and stared at his hands. He was twelve years old. His fingernails were black from wood soot, his palms cracked from splitting logs that he had carried down to the cellar the night before. The cold of that winter had eaten into the cracks of his life like ice into masonry — invisible, until the stone splits.

Inside the house, behind the low oak door, he could hear the women murmuring. Not speaking. Murmuring. The tone children fear without knowing why.

His mother Anna Magdalena had been in the small chamber for three days. It was her fifteenth pregnancy — so he had heard through a wall he was not supposed to be listening through. He himself had been the fourth child born alive. Between him and this unborn last one lay years full of faces, names, small graves in the churchyard behind the linden tree. Some he had known. Most he had not.

It smelled of wet earth and wood smoke. And of something else — the heavy, sweet smell that he could not yet name, but that hung at the threshold like a warning.

Großaspach was a village like a thousand others in the Duchy of Württemberg. Eighty, ninety families, built close together: half-timbered houses with clay-and-wattle infill, the beams tarred dark against the rain, the windows small and covered with pig-bladder where there was no money for glass. In the middle the church, its tower the only point that rose above the treetops and gave the village a kind of dignity. Around it the houses, the barns, the dungheaps in front of the doors.

The village streets were packed earth — frozen stone-hard in winter, in spring a mud that could hold a shoe like a hand. If one had shoes. Most wore Bundschuhe (rough leather soles bound to the foot with cord), patched, rebound, patched again, until there was nothing left to patch. The men wore coarse linen trousers, often many times mended, and over them a long tunic of undyed wool — earth-colored, gray, not unlike the color of winter itself. The women wore ankle-length skirts, the overskirt hitched up at work, the bonnet tied tight: not out of vanity, but because the bonnet meant order, and order in a world without control was the only thing one could own.

The floors of the parlor were plank boards of fir, cold in winter and squeaking underfoot. In the kitchen, packed clay, which in damp weather shone and turned slick. The tile stove in the good room was the heart of the house — whoever owned one had at least that: a place that warmed without requiring constant feeding. Johann Conrad Weiser owned such a stove. He fed it with wood, like everyone in Großaspach. There was nothing else.

Conrad had not been born in this village. His mother had brought him into the world in 1696 in Affstätt near Herrenberg, where his father had been stationed as a corporal with the Württemberg Blue Dragoons. When the military service ended, the family returned to Großaspach, the Weiser family’s place of origin for generations. Conrad had been too small then to remember anything other than this village, these lanes, this churchyard.

Conrad’s father Johann Conrad wore on weekdays what a baker and former corporal of the Blue Dragoons wore: dark wool trousers, a linen shirt, and over them the apron of the bakehouse, which smelled of flour and charcoal. He was a big man, still broad in the shoulder from his army years, though the shoulders had seemed narrower in recent years — not in body, but in bearing. When he lit the oven in the morning, he did it with the concentration of a man who was not thinking about what he was doing but about what he could not do.

The bakehouse was the heart of the house. Here the loaves were made that he sold at the weekly market in Waiblingen — the next larger town, three hours on foot over the hill. Waiblingen with its market square, its half-timbered houses that rose three stories into the sky, and its narrow lanes with cobblestones from centuries past. There, townsmen and craftsmen bought their bread. There, the few coins that were still being exchanged changed hands.

For this winter had destroyed everything that was left to destroy.

Five months earlier, the bakehouse had smelled different.

Conrad remembered it now, sitting on the step while morning came gray over the roofs. December 1708. His mother had not yet gone so heavy, not yet so slow. She had had her hands in flour and had laughed — a quiet laugh she had sometimes, when something went well.

It had been the first Advent, or shortly after. The father had begun to prepare other things — not the heavy rye loaves for market, but something one made only once or twice a year. He had asked the mother for the honey, and she had taken the small clay jar down from the shelf, carefully, as though carrying something that could not be repeated.

Honey. Conrad had known the smell before he had seen it.

The dough that day was not gray and heavy as usual. The father had added wheat flour, the finer kind he kept sparingly, and some lard from the last slaughter, and the mother had warmed milk instead of water. The bakehouse smelled of something Conrad could not name — sweet and warm.

The father shaped Gebildbrote (figure-breads) — not loaves but figures: rough shapes formed with the hands, a horse, a bird, something that might have been an angel or a man with arms too long. He made them for the younger children, always in the days before Christmas, an old custom whose origin no one remembered. Conrad had had them as a small child and had eaten them without thinking about it. Now he watched.

His mother kneaded beside his father. Her hands worked differently from his — faster, lighter, as though the dough gave her less resistance. Now and then they spoke to each other, half sentences that Conrad did not understand, because they were not meant for him. The way two people speak to each other when they have known each other so long that they can leave out half.

Then the oven. This time not for bread, but for something smaller: flat little cakes, baked in the remaining lard, with a hint of anise, which the mother kept in a folded cloth pouch as though it were medicine. The anise came from Waiblingen, from the spice dealer at the market, and was used so sparingly that Conrad was not sure the pouch would last this winter.

It smelled of anise and lard and wood smoke and sweet dough, and the bakehouse was close and hot and almost beautiful.

One of the little cakes had cracked — the dough had been too thin, the heat too direct. The father had taken it out and held it out to Conrad without a word. Conrad had eaten it standing, still hot, and it had tasted of nothing he could describe, only of that day, that December, that bakehouse.

That was what he remembered now.

The meltwater drip from the gutter was still falling, steady, almost like a heartbeat.

The people of Großaspach and of all Württemberg lived in those years between two nightmares. The first they had known for generations: the French.

For decades they had come. Louis XIV, the Sun King in his mirrored palace near Paris, had never once visited Württemberg — why would he, it meant nothing to him. But his armies came in his place, regularly. In 1688 they had burned the Palatinate. Speyer, Worms, Mannheim, Heidelberg — the castle pulled down, the houses in ash, the people fled or dead. In 1707 they had come again, this time farther east. Marbach, Oppenheim, villages along the Neckar. Where they passed through, they left what armies leave when they are not fighting but plundering: burned barns, empty storerooms, women who fell silent where once they had spoken.

Conrad’s father had seen it as a boy. Now Conrad saw it as scars — charred beams at the corners of houses that no one had repaired, because there was no money. Vineyards that had been replanted, but hesitantly, like people who stretch out a hand and still wait for the blow.

The second nightmare had been the winter.

The winter of 1708–09 was no ordinary winter. All across Europe, from France to Russia, temperatures in October had dropped into a frost that did not let go. The rivers froze over, the vineyards froze in a single night. Contemporaries wrote that birds had frozen in flight and fallen dead out of the sky. Fruit trees that had survived three generations splintered. The price of firewood rose to unheard-of levels. Duke Eberhard Ludwig felt compelled to take harsh measures against the inflation — which meant that the need was so great that even the duke could no longer ignore it.

In Großaspach, Johann Conrad Weiser lost his entire vineyard in that one night. The next morning he stood among the dead vines and saw what could not be saved.

For the peasants around him, the loss of the harvest was debt — debt to the landlord, to the church, to the state. For Johann Conrad Weiser it was something else: not debt, but calculation. He knew what could not be rebuilt. Not here, not in this winter.

Conrad did not know it in numbers. He knew it from the way his father sat at the table longer in the evenings than before, his hands flat on the wood, and said nothing.

The women came out of the small chamber. Conrad stood up.

It was the neighbor Margarethe — broad, silent, her hands wiped on her apron — and behind her the midwife, whose name Conrad had never learned, because one did not speak with midwives, one called them. Both looked at him, and in that look was something he both knew and did not know. The threshold between the before and the after.

“She is gone,” Margarethe said. Not gently, not cruelly. Just the way one says things that are true and still cannot be grasped.

Conrad nodded. He did not know what to do with it — the nod, the word, the morning that went on as if nothing had happened. The sun was coming now over the roofs, orange and indifferent. The meltwater drip from the gutter did not stop.

Anna Magdalena Übele, wife of Johann Conrad Weiser, mother of fourteen children born alive, died on May 1, 1709 of fever in her fifteenth pregnancy. What the church records do not write: that all her life she had said, “Jesus I live for thee, I die for thee, thine am I in life and death.” That this was not only piety but also an exhaustion that knew no other language.

Conrad stood on the street in front of the house and heard his father inside. No weeping. Only steps, back and forth, back and forth. The sound of a man thinking.

Conrad did not go back into the house.

He went into the stable.

The Weisers kept what a baker’s family in Großaspach could keep: a small Black Forest cow, three pigs — Swabian-Hall swine, black at the front and black at the rear. Every year in winter pigs were slaughtered. The lard went to the bakehouse, the meat into sausage and into the chimney smoke, the bones into the pot. Nothing was left over. That was how a household worked.

The youngest of the three they had got in March from the neighbor, in the last weeks of the great frost. Conrad had taken it into the kitchen when it was still too weak to survive the cold of the stable — for one night, while his mother was still on her feet and had laughed, a piglet beside the oven — what a household.

Now he sat down in the straw beside it. The animal sniffed at his sleeve, warm and breathing evenly. Conrad laid a hand on its back and felt the breath under it, calm and unknowing, like the heart of a creature that does not yet know that the world is complicated.

Inside the house, his father’s steps went on, back and forth.

Conrad stayed sitting until it grew light.

Inside, he knew, his father would eventually stop walking. Eventually he would reach for the Bible — the black, heavy one that had come along from Großaspach like a fourth child that needed no name, because everyone knew whose it was. The father read every evening. Not long, not solemnly. A few verses, then he closed it. No exposition, no sermon to himself. Only the reading, the way one eats bread: because one needs it, not because it is beautiful. His mother had done it differently. She had a phrase that she always said when someone asked how she was and the truth was too heavy for an answer: “Jesus I live for thee, I die for thee, thine am I in life and death.” She did not say it when the pastor was in the church. She said it in the kitchen, at the hearth, when the youngest was crying and the flour was running out and the rain was coming through the roof. It was not a prayer that asked for anything. It was a sentence that laid a hand on the shoulder. Conrad sat in the straw and did not think of it. He thought of nothing. He heard the piglet breathe. But the sentence was there.

Six weeks later this man would sell the house, the vineyard, the dead vines, all of it. For seventy-five gulden — not even the price of a middling horse. The eldest daughter, Katharina, stayed behind in Großaspach with her husband, Konrad Bos. Her father left them the house, the fields, the meadows, the vineyard and the gardens. The remaining six hundred gulden, which the whole was worth, they were to send on once the father had arrived in America.

The money never came.

But that was not yet today.

Today was the first of May, 1709, and Conrad Weiser was twelve years old, and his mother was dead, and he did not yet know that this day was the first of a journey that would carry him into a world he could not have imagined existed.

⁂

Next: Chapter 2 — The Golden Book




Chapter 2: The Golden Book



Großaspach and the Rhine. Spring and summer of 1709.

The rumor did not come all at once. It seeped in.

First it came from the peddler who walked the road from Backnang to Aspach and who stood in the market square of Waiblingen. Then from the carter who brought wood from the forest and mentioned that he had heard something, something about England, about the Queen across the sea, about land in the new world. Then from the pastor, who spoke from the pulpit but held something back — and what he held back, the people talked about in front of the church door.

There was a book. So they said. A printed book, written by a pastor named Josua Kocherthal, first published in 1706, now in its fourth edition. The 1709 edition bore the likeness of Queen Anne in gold stamping on the binding — some simply called it the Golden Book. In it stood what a desperate man wants to hear: that free land was waiting, that Queen Anne of England would take the Protestant faithful under her protection, that in the new world there was room for anyone who could work.

Most people in Großaspach could not read. But they heard what others read. And what they heard was transformed in the retelling: free passage, free land, no taxes, no military service. That is how hope becomes legend before a single step has been taken.

To understand why a rumor was enough, one must understand what it meant to live in early-eighteenth-century Württemberg.

Johann Conrad Weiser was not a poor man — at least not by birth. The Weisers had been among the most respected families in Großaspach for generations. The great-grandfather, Jakob Weisser the Elder, had served thirty-two years as Württemberg Schultheiß (village magistrate), had kept the “Linde,” the largest inn in the village, had farmed the largest holding, had baked — the richest man in the village, who during the Thirty Years’ War had kept passing troops supplied with bread and wine and turned the worst of the war away from the community. His son, Jakob the Younger, had followed him as Schultheiß. Conrad’s father was cut from the same wood — former corporal of the Württemberg Blue Dragoons, then baker, a man whom the Governor of New York would later call a “ringleader,” because he would not be bent.

But ancestry does not protect a man from conditions. The house, the bakehouse, the vineyards — all were encumbered with dues. The land belonged to the lord. The lord demanded a tenth of the harvest, corvée labor, rent. The church demanded its tithe on top of that. The duchy demanded taxes, war taxes, special levies after every French incursion. And when a man could not pay — which after a ruined winter was almost everyone — the debts piled up like snow on a roof that already creaks under the weight.

There was no way to rise. A man born a baker died a baker. A man who rented land from the lord rented it until his death, and after him his children rented it further. The sumptuary laws dictated what one was permitted to wear — peasants in undyed linen and coarse wool, the nobility in silk and brocade. Even the color of one’s own coat was not one’s own choice.

Duke Eberhard Ludwig of Württemberg, meanwhile, was amusing himself in his new residence palace at Ludwigsburg, which he had built for himself in the middle of his subjects’ distress — a grand structure of over four hundred rooms, halls of mirrors, landscaped parks. The peasants who paid his tithe had never once seen him.

In a system like that, the rumor of a land without overlords, without tithe, without military service is not merely hope.

Johann Conrad Weiser made his decision within six weeks.

The mother buried, the house sold — to his eldest daughter Maria Catharina and her husband Konrad Bos. The property was worth six hundred gulden: house, bakehouse, fields, meadows, vineyard and gardens — the estate of a family that for generations had been among the most respected in Großaspach. Maria Catharina could raise seventy-five gulden. The remaining five hundred and twenty-five she was to send on. That never happened.

Whether they embraced at the door, whether words were exchanged, what Maria Catharina thought as she watched her father walk down the village street with her eight younger siblings — we do not know. Conrad’s autobiography is silent on the subject.

The duke
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