SKETCH OF GERMAN HISTORY
BEFORE THE BIRTH OF HERMAN GROTHAUS IN 1670

Germany has not always been a nation. In fact, it was not unified as a modern nation
until 1871, under the leadership of King Wilhelm I [William] of Prussia and his chancellor, Otto
von Bismarck. Wilhelm then became Kaiser [Emperor] of the second German Empire. Even
that unity did not last past World War 1I: Germany was divided into sectors by the victorious
Allies, and these sectors were solidified into the democratic West Germany and communist East
Germany. The two Germanys were reunited into one on October 3, 1990.

During the Middle Ages, there was a great deal of factionalism resulting from the regional
differences of the many tribes which had settled in Europe. Charlemagne, King of the Franks,
extended his rule over much of western Europe and was crowned emperor on Christmas Day,
A.D. 800. The Carolingian Empire revived the ideal of unity from the Roman Empire and gave a
common heritage to modern France, Germany, and Italy. “Charlemagne” is French for Charles
the Great; Germans called him “Karl der Grosse.” Charlemagne’s only surviving son, Louis the
Pious (who ruled from 814 to 840), was a weak ruler who wasted his resources on civil wars. His
three remaining sons divided the empire by the Treaty of Verdun in 843 and set the pattern for
subsequent political divisions: Charles the Bald took Neustria and Aquitaine (the core of
modern France); Louis the German took the lands east of the Rhine (modern Germany),
including part of the modern Austria; and Lothair received the imperial title plus a narrow strip
between the other two and about two-thirds of Italy. Lotharingia included the area that would
become the political football of Europe for centuries—the modern Netherlands, Belgium,
Luxemburg, the Saar, Lorraine, Alsace, Franche Comte, Switzerland, Savoy, Dauphine,
Provence, and most of Italy.

When the last direct descendant of the Carolingian Louis the German died in 911, the
powerful dukes who controlled the various regions of Germany elected Conrad of Franconia as
king. This separation from the Carolingians marked the clear beginning of Germany as a
separate political entity. It was a loose federation of powerful dukes under a weak king until
962, when Otto I “the Great™ established the first German empire, later called the Holy Roman
Empire. It was strong in the early centuries but then gradually declined until it was described
much later as “neither holy nor Roman nor an empire.” Napoleon I ended it officially when he
reorganized the area in 1806 as the Confederation of the Rhine.

The Protestant Reformation in Germany began in 1517 with Martin Luther’s publication
of his ninety-five theses. A combination of factors—including religious dissatisfaction with some
practices and teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, the political ambitions of most of the
German princes, economic frustrations, the spread of literacy after the invention of the printing
press about 1450, and even the distraction of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V by the
Turkish armies pushing toward Vienna—contributed to the success of the Reformation. In 1555
the Religious Peace of Augsburg brought a temporary end to the military struggles between
Protestants and Catholics for control of various German territories and provided that the ruler
of each German state should choose the religion for his subjects. The choice had to be made
between only Catholicism and Lutheranism, however; Calvinism was not recognized as an
option.






