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The history of Ehrenberg - Renaissance
What was a Guardian of Ehrenberg? Today if the duties of a District Chief, a Court Judge and a Commander in Chief of the military were all combined into one person’s position and that same person also had the authority to give out death sentences, then he would have similar duties to that which the Guardian of Ehrenberg had back then. Although we have simplified the description. Among all the Guardians of Ehrenberg, one stands in particular out as being one of the most significant: Joerg Gossenbrot.

Joerg Gossenbrot – the most famous Guardian of Ehrenberg

Gossenbrot was born around 1445 as a son of a wealthy Augsburg merchant. In 1477 he entered into the unpaid service of Prince Siegmund of Tirol, also called the “Muenzreiche”, as Advisor and Guardian of Ehrenberg. Gossenbrot did not require any salary, on the contrary Gossenbrot was the one who lent the Prince the funds he needed. In no time Gossenbrot became the actual owner of Ehrenberg. In 1483 the Prince signed the castle over to him to pay off his debt of 15.000 Guldens. When Siegmund resigned in 1490 in favor of King Maximilian (who in 1508 became Emperor), Gossenbrot also financed this money-hungry king and his powerful friends. 

Maximilian signed all his revenues over to Gossenbrot, who in turn provided Maximilian with the funds he required. However all this power only created many enemies. In 1502 Gossenbrot died an inglorious death in Füssen. It is said that an envious enemy poisoned him with a blood sausage. Many tales of Gossenbrot’s great bodily strength were also told: He could bend forged horseshoes with his bare hands and bring galloping horses in full run to a halt. Due to Gossenbrot’s influence, Reutte was raised to the title of a “Market” in 1489. In 1500 Gossenbrot donated a church in Reutte in the name of St. Anna, which is why the people of Reutte have an annual celebration day in his honor. Under his care, Ehrenberg was considered the “secret financial center” of the empire.

Emperor (King) Maximilian I. and Ehrenberg 

King Maximilian I visited Ehrenberg all together approximately thirty times, No other Emperor or Prince, before or after him, was there so often, During Emperor Maximilian‘s regime there were many long-range development plans created; however, due to a shortage of funds none were ever implemented, Emperor Maximilian wanted Füssen, which he called small Augsburg, to become part of Tirol for strategic purposes. In the Emperor’s Hunt and Fishery book a drawing of Lake Plansee during the Emperor Maximilian’s reception of the Turkish delegation is shown..

There were ten dear hunts in the Ausserferne: Two were accessible from Castles Sigmundsburg and Elbigenalp, three from Lermoos and five from Ehrenberg. There were also 24 deer hunts; eight of these were accessible from Ehrenberg. Additionally in 1494 a bear hunt at “Kaiserbrunnen” near Plansee was mentioned. During one of Emperor Maximilian’s earlier visits in 1494 a bear hunt also took place at Lake Plansee to which Duke William of Bavaria was invited. The hunt began at “Brunnen” near Plansee – which is today called the “Kaiserbrunnen” (Emperor’s well), however it is not named after Emperor Maximilian, but for Emperor Ludwig IV. For his hunting pleasure, the Emperor employed many hunting assistants. He had one each at Ehrenberg, at Bichlbach and at Lermoos.

At the Ehrenberger “Klause” the Emperor had a tavern furnished with approximately 30 featherbeds for the hunting events. After Maxmillian's death, three chests containing 613 bows and 29 arrows for hunting deer, 18 knives with sheaths, six pairs of foot irons and a chest with eight covered and 14 uncovered hunting shanks were found. The deer hunt was always considered a royal event. Maximilian’s favourite pass time was the deer hunt which he considered to be an adventure. Because Tirol was considered to have the most beautiful big game hunts, it was also the preferred hunting grounds for the Emperor. The hunt was for him a “rush”, in particular the “Hetzjagd” (rushing hunt). "..it was a large rush...". In the linguistic usage the word “Hetz” ("Rush") became a term for something merry. "It has been a long time since I have had such a merry time!", reported Maximilian, on December 10, 1515 after he had caught 7 deer near Ehrensberg.

Religious War: Schmalkalden and the 30 Year War - The Conquest of Ehrenberg

The emperor enlisted “Landsknechte” foot soldiers) from the Allgau near Nesselwang. Sebastian Schaertlin of Burtenbach, an experienced warrior, was the mercenary leader of the “Schmalkalden”. He created the plan to attack and destroy the imperial troops in Nesselwang. He wanted to conquer Innsbruck to prevent supplies of new troops from reaching the Spanish and Papal Troops.

On July 8, 1546 the Schmalkalden conquered Füssen without a battle. Without resistance the imperial troops fled over the Lech, which at that time was still the west border of Bavaria, on into Bavaria. Schaertlin marched forward with 24 "Faehnlein". A "Faehnlein", the smallest troop unit and comparable with a “Company” nowadays, consisted of approximately 300 men. Therefore there were over 7000 warriors standing by to attack the gates of the Ausserfern. Ehrenberg was only meagerly protected by 71 men who were also not fit for war! 

Back at Ehrenberg no one suspected the approaching danger. No scouts had been sent out. At the break of dawn on July 10th, Schaertlin, who himself had remained in Füssen, ordered 2000 foot soldier to march to Ehrenberg. Without being noticed they arrived just after midnight on July 11th at the Ehrenberger Klause and conquered it a short time later in the surprise attack. The Guardian of Ehrenberg was ordered to hand over the keys to the schmalkaldische leader. The Ehrenberger guards gave up without resistance with the statement: "Whoever is fool enough to shoot back against such forces, deserves to be hanged.” At 10 o’clock in the morning on July 11th, the Guardian of Ehrenberg surrendered without a battle. He and his guards were given free passage to leave.

The Schmalkalden took over the Castle and Captain Balthasar Fieger (from an old Tiroler family) became the “Captain” of the Castle . Schaertlin gave the order for ten “Faehnlein” (approx. 3000 men) to march against Innsbruck. He was to follow with the main troop of 16 “Faehnlein” (approximately 4800 men). Tthe Schmalkalden made it to Lermoos that same day. In the meantime the imperial forces regrouped for the counter attack and threaten Augsburg. The Schmalkalden were ordered to break off their campaign against Tirol and return.

Schaertlin however leaves a strong guard behind at Ehrenberg under the command of Balthasar Fieger. Approximately 3600 Schmalkaldischen warriors are in the area between Reutte and Lermoos. They undertook raids into the Lech valley robbing, plundering and slaughtering the cattle.

The Reconquest of Ehrenberg “A Conflict of Brothers at Ehrenberg”

The Emperor sent Melchior Fieger, a Catholic merchant, to Balthasar Fieger, a Protestant Commander of Ehrenberg. The irony of the story: The two were brothers. Two negotiations between the brothers were unsuccessful, even the second a negotiation where an annual salary of 300 guldens was offered in return for surrendering. Both sides started preparations for war.

The schmalkaldischen foot soldiers in Reutte and in Ehrenberg had in the meantime grown to 17 “Faehnlein”, or 5000 men. A small Imperial Troop advanced over the “Fern” pass to Heiterwang and had captured the hill opposite Ehrenberg, then called "Falkenberg” today known as “Hochschanz”. On August 24th the main Imperial Troops arrived and prepared “Falkenberg” for the attack.

Balthasar Fieger is again asked to leave. Balthasar in return asked the imperial merchant to come to the castle and when he arrived insulted him by calling him names. In mockery he showed him a half an ox and offered to share it with him, knowing that the imperial troops were low on food supplies. On August 30th the imperial troops from Heiterwang advanced to the Ehrenberger Klause to protect the 400 soldiers who were working day and night on an entrenchment .

Balthasar Fieger made small attempts to fire at the workers.. On September 3rd Falkenberg is ready for combat. On the same night seven heavy cannons were dragged up the mountain. Both sides are constantly bringing in more reinforcements. In the morning hours on September 4th a violent exchange of fire commences.. It is said that Melchior Fieger sent his brother Balthasar a cannon ballover the castle as a greeting in the morning. On September 4th and 5th the imperial troops shot up their own fortress at Ehrenberg and fought off a counter attack of the Schmalkalden at Falkenberg.

Several exterior and interior walls burst. The schmalkaldische cannons suddenly grew silent. The imperial troops stormed the castle only to find it abandoned by the guards. Only the hot meals prepared for lunch are left behind. Balthasar Fieger fled to Reutte with his men and on the same afternoon retreated with the rest of the schmalkaldischen troops and cannons to Füssen. For a short time the danger of war at Ehrenberg was removed. Hasty repairs began by the imperial troops on damages they themselves had caused. On April 6th, 1552 Emperor Karl V. arrived at the Ausserfern, on his way to his troops at the Rhine. Between Lermoos and Bichlbach however a message reached him that his former trusted friend, Prince Moritz of Saxonia, had turned against him and was the leader of the Protestant armed forces which were advancing toward them. An assault on the emperor and his capture, along with the fall of the council in Trient was to help the Protestant movement to victory. The Emperor remained overnight in Bichlbach and returned on April 7th to Innsbruck. War preparations were hastily made. Mercenaries were enlisted. On this short notice only “lazy, careless and poor beggars are found.

Soon Reutte resembled an army camp. Ehrenberg, so it seemed, was well equipped for the forthcoming war. On May 18th, Moritz von Saxonia took over Füssen and then sent spies to Reutte. Despite reports of strong imperial troops, he left the same day with a smalll elite troop to the “Knie” pass. The Pass appeared undefeatable with it’s fortified blockades, 800 soldiers and cannons. Moritz attacked and after a short counterattack the defenders fled to Reutte to the main Imperial Army bringing along confusion and fear with them.

The Prince followed the fleeing troops and frontally attacked the unprotected Camp in Reutte. With the distance being too great the cannons of Ehrenberg were useless against the attackers. With the commander not present confusion spread amongst the leaderless troops. They suffered a overwhelming defeat. Only a few escaped to the fortress, the remaining were killed, caught or forced into the Lech. The reports about the number dead and imprisoned vary; the highest figures were 1200 dead and 5200 taken prisoner. There was mass confusion back at Ehrenberg, no one even thought to send guards out to the surrounded areas.

A traitor, who knew the area well, led a portion of the Prince’s Troops to the other side of the Ehrenberger Klause. (It is uncertain if they took the shortest path over the "Hochschanz", or by way of Plansee and Lake Heiterwanger, or if they took the path over the "Maeuerlen" at Lake Heiterwanger!) In the morning of May 19th they stood ready on the back side of the Ehrenberger Klause. The Prince waited on the front side of the Klause for the sign to attack. The defenders concentrated all their attention in the direction of the Prince, when suddenly the attack came from behind. Through this surprise attack the Klause soon fell into the hands of the enemy, although they were not able to conquer the Castle itself.

Ehrenberg on the Eve of the Thirty Year War

The first impression of the “Ausserfern” led one to believe that it was well protected.. However, the fortress at Stieglberg near Pinswang could be reached by way of Vils. Still only if the fortresses at Rossschlaeg, “Knie” Pass and “Lechschanze” were all broken through would Reutte be laid open. In order to advance into the “Inntal”, Ehrenberg had to be defeated. Only a very strong enemy could afford to pass around Ehrenberg and have it at its’ back. An attack through Bschlab to the “Inntal” without conquering Ehrenberg first seemed too risky. In the “Klausenwald” there was an entrenchment set up that made the Fortress impassable. The Ehrenberger Klause was a strong gateway construction which filled the whole valley. It had roomy arches and wide floors and was able to accommodate a considerable number of people.

The walls of the Klause reach up the valley sides and the surrounding area was easily flooded. The Castles cannons, which were not fastened down, had a shooting range that reached the opposite fortress. The side roads to “Ehrwald” and “Tannheimer” were blocked with entrenchments as well as the “Gacht” pass. But all these precautionary measures were deceiving. Despite all the construction under Maximilian the “German master”, the fortress in the year 1632 was in catastrophic condition. Although the Innsbruck arsenal supplied Ehrenberg throughout the winter with cannons and ammunition, the construction of the castle itself was not kept in good shape. The star shaped fortress underneath the Castle was moldy, falling apart and filled with undergrowth.

The Klause’s roof urgently required repair and the trenches in front of Reutte, at the “Gacht”pass and at Ehrwald were only sketches on paper. Still the negotiations in Innsbruck went on for two weeks to decide whether the trenches should be of wood or stone. After the elapse of this valuable time, there was only enough time left for hastily dug wooden trenches at Stieglberg, Rossschlaeg, “Knie” Pass and Lechschanze. Construction went slowly until the 18th of April 1632 when the servants from Schwaz and the banns arrived. On April 21st, 1632 the Duke gave the order to lead 15,000 men to the borders of the country.

The Banns from the Court of Ehrenberg were already posted. It provided for guards at the Vilsrain, on the Wolfsberg in Reutte, the Ehrenberger Klause and the Lech bridge to Aschau. From the Upper “Inntal” and the Lower “Inntal” there were six “Fahnen” sent as reinforcement to Reutte –a “Fahnen” is comparable to a company. The “Fahnen” from Imst, “Hörtenberg”(Telfs) and Innsbruck remained in Reutte, Aschau and the Klause. The “Schwazer” were quartered in Lermoos and were supposed to cover the pass from Ehrwald. The Petersberger (Silz) were instructed to go to Bichlbach, to be close to the construction work at the Klause. The Sonnenburger (Wilten) were positioned at Nesselwaengle, to protect the Gacht and the Tannheimer valley.

By the beginning of May there were approximately 1500 men guarding the Ehrenberg passes. In April 1632 Duke Leopold personally checked the readiness of defense at Ehrenberg. Meanwhile developments at Füssen took a threatening turn for Tirol. On April 30, 1632 the Swedish demanded Füssen pay to free itself from occupation. On May 8, a Swedish trumpeter appeared before Füssen and repeated the demand. On May 14, 1632 in response Tirol takes over Füssen. On May 20, 1632 Sweden counter-attacks. As the threat of war becomes ever more threatening, the Tirol Prince, Duke Leopold Vth, orders further experienced troops to the Ausserfern. These are part of the armed force of the realm Count von Aldringen, therefore called the "Aldringer".

With haste they arrived with 1400 men on May 30 in Reutte to reimforce theAußerfern. They immediately demand more provisions. This war showed the disadvantages of hiring homeless mercenaries. In Innsbruck the complaints about their raving and torture accumulated. Their demands for more provisions could not be supported any longer in Reutte, they required daily 3448 pounds of bread, 1862 pounds of meat, 1904 mugs of wine and 600 pounds of oats for the 166 horses. The Provison Office broke down under the load of these requirements, the troops then took with force what they needed.

To replenish their supplies, raids were undertaken into Allgau. The Swedish counterattack followed. An enormous Swedish army, under the leadership of Duke Bernhard of Weimar, moved toward Tirol. On June 21 the Swedes had advanced to within a three hour march outside of Füssen. Two Trumpeters requested in the name of Gustav Adolf, that the city voluntarily surrender. That evening the Swedish force camped on the left bank of the Lech River. Three horse regiments and four foot regiments, altogether 5000 men. Six heavy cannons, eighteen horses were required for one cannon, were pointed threateningly toward the city.

On June 23, 1632 the Swedes stormed Füssen and overtook it. The Ausserfern and with it all of Tirol was in the greatest of danger. Duke Leopold immediately ordered all available troops to the Ausserfern. Duke Leopold himself hurried to the threatened border. On the 25th he viewed Ehrenberg’s hopeless situation. The entrenchments that were to protect a whole country, were poorly built in all the haste and only of wood. A Swedish attack from several sides, Tannheim, Knie Pass, Rossschlaeg, Ehrwald and Scharnitz, would have had devastating consequences. There were not even 2000 men available to defend the Ausserfern.

The Swedes occupied Füssen and assumed that an attack would come from the Ausserfern at any moment. On July 25, 1632 the Swedes attacked the Asserfern for the first time and capture Vils. They sent a strong scout troop to Brandstatt (today the municipality Musau) and spied on the crossroads to Rossschlaeg. Unexpectedly they pulled back from Vils, which they had devastated, on June 27th. During the night from June 30th to July 1st, the Tiroleans expected the Swedes to attack Ehrenberg, but the Swedes did not come. They instead retreated from Vils and did not even leave any guards behind. In Füssen they only left a small troop of guards behind. The Swedes had other war goals.

Their attacks were now directed toward the imperial army of Count Montecuculi in the Danube area. By July 1st no Swedish troop remained on Tiroler soil. It seemed Tirol was saved, only Vils had been devastated. The Swedish guards in Füssen were the only sign that the Swedes intended to return. On July 28, 1632 a troop of Swedish riders rode into the Tannheimer valley.  Altogether 50 Swedish riders arrived that early morning on July 8th at the enforcement near Weissenbach, which was guarded by 24 men from the Ausserferner.

They demanded that the fortress be opened and promised that no one would be harmed. The meaning of this Swedish promise was demonstrated a few minutes later.. Before the inexperienced farmers knew what happened, they were surrounded by the Swedish riders. Two Ausserferner were shot, one trampled down, eight taken prisoner, and the rest escaped. When the messenger brought this news to Ehrenberg, the Commander of the Aldringer sent some “Dragoons” troops against the Swedes. These were beneath the Gacht Pass robbing five wagons loaded with wine for the Duke’s kitchen when the imperial troops caught up to them and chased them off.

The riders arrived just in time, the Swedes threatened to plunder the whole Tannheimer valley and set Tannheim on fire. Ten days long, from July 17th – 27th, 1632, war luck seemed to be on the side of the Tiroler Prince, Duke Leopold V. On July 16th the Duke’s troops advanced to Vils. They shot large holes in the city walls but their cannons were not that good. The Swedish troops did not surrender despite three attempts to persuade them with the offer of free departure..On the July 19th at eight in the morning Füssen is attacked from all sides and the Swedes capitulated. The imperial troops now plundered Füssen.

Dukes Bernhard and Ernst of Weimar, themselves without a Country, are feared officers of the Swedish forces. Alarmed by the successes of the imperial and Tirolen troops they move against “Schwaben” with 7000 men. On July 27th the Swedish troops arrived at Füssen with 6000 men. On July 28th they marched into Vils with a large force. Surprised at the battleless evacuation of the fortress, the Swedish troops did not advance over the Lech until noon July 29th where they continued, also without a battle, into Reutte. From Castle Ehrenberg and the nearby out look posts, the Tiroler troops watched helplessly as the enemy marched into Reutte. These began immediately with the plundering, it was the Aldringer traitors who rage the most!. They threw themselves onto the Duke’s salt stocks, cleared it completely out and took the salt back to Füssen.

It was the landlords who suffered the most from the intruding plunderers. Ovens, windows and doors were smashed in and supplies destroyed. Meanwhile Colonel Wolkenstein had taken over all entrances into the Ausserfern. His main forces were posted in the Castle and in the Klause Ehrenberg. 60 mercenaries and 40 men of the Banner were positioned in Klausenwald, in order to prevent any one from going around the Castle. Ehrwald was occupied with 100 men of the Sonnenburger Banner. The Ammerwald was protected by 50 men. On July 30th 50 mercenaries and 50 men of the Banner occupied a fortress at the Rossruecken, they dug up the road to the Plansee lake and tore the bar down there. In the afternoon of the July 30th three Swedish rider troops moved towards the Rossruecken.

When they noticed the barricade there, they got off their horses and moved closer by foot. Everything was quiet because the Tirolians wanted them to move into the range of fire. The Swedes, which had obviously only been a search group, turned and rode back to Breitenwang. The Dukes Bernhard and Ernst of Weimar showed up, accompanied by a group of riders, at the open field between Reutte and Breitenwang and inspected the surrounding heights. A Breitenwanger was asked to give information about the Castle, the Klause, the fortress, and the strength of the troops and the arrival of the Bavarian assistance. At the same time a citizen of Füssen, who was friendly with the Swedish party found himself with the Dukes and requested that they undertake several attacks. However, there was no time for the Swedes to act. In the evening the July 30th a messenger arrived and demanded the immediate return of the Duke of Weimar for his participation at the decisive battle in Nuernberg. That same night, the Swedish riders took off to Knie Pass.  In the morning of July 31st the trumpeters called for a general retreat. Within a few hours no Swede stood on Tirolean soil.
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