Bleiwaesche
A Mining Town
A synopsis - translated from a History of the town of Bleiwaesche by Wolfgang Ahlers

The earliest historical mention of the area documents the gift of the shire of Immedeshusen to the Bishopric of Paderborn by Kaiser Heinrich II “the Holy”, last Emperor of the Ottonian line, in 1021.  Within the shire lay Sinatfeld (Sintfeld) and therein was the parish settlement of Vesperthe which was home to the Vesperthe noblemen.  Near Vesperthe was a small settlement called Thikholdingshusen (other records call it Thetbaldingshusen).  The original settlement is believed to have been located around or near the springs of Murmecke, which are slightly E-NE of Bleiwaesche’s location today.  
The oldest known mention of Thikholdingshusen goes back to a document from 1234.  The Vesperthe family had by then given all its land holdings to the Gaukirchen Cistercian Abbey in Paderborn.  However, the von Bueren noblemen, who ruled over the whole of Sinatfeld and Almegau demanded compensation for the endowment.  A compromise was reached in 1234, whereby the von Buerens received a one-time settlement in cash in return for waiving any and all rights pertaining to Vesperthe and Thikholdingshusen.  
When in 1355 Lord Walrave von Bueren again demanded payment from the Gaukirchen Abbey for claims pertaining to the castle and the towns of Wuennenberg and Thikholdingshusen, he was anathematised by the Abbot of Abdinghof.  This was not lifted until Lord von Bueren not only relinquished his claims but agreed to pay a life annuity to the Abbot.  
The years between 1384 and 1392 were strife-filled years.  The feud between the von Brobike zu Blankenrode clan and Bishop Simon II as well as the feud between Friedrich von Padberg with his group of knights and Simon II’s successor, Bishop Rupert, laid the land to waste.  It was the siege of Vorstenburg (today Fuerstenberg) by Bishop Rupert which provoked Friedrich von Padberg and his knights (whom history calls highwaymen) to “rob, murder and torch the region”, the constant fighting in effect decimating the entire population.

By the 15th century, the von Westphalen nobles, who had been cultivating the area after receiving it as a gift from Bishop Heinrich von Spiegel in 1379, began allowing interested parties from the Duchy of Westphalia to mine lead and re-cultivate the devastated lands around Thikholdingshusen.  It is around this time that the name was changed to Bleywaesche (meaning “lead washing”, i.e. mining).    It is certain that in 1540  coal was also being mined in the Bleywaesche area.  Although it is unknown why the mining operations were shut down, the settlement survived and in 1634, the entire area was purchased from the von Westphalen family by Bishop Dietrich Adolf von der Recke.  However, the family refused to sell the settlement of Bleywaesche, as they argued it had been rebuilt by them.  They parted with it only after the Bishop agreed to pay them half the yearly revenues from levies and taxes paid to him by the town.  
By 1708, Bleywaesche had grown considerably and, responding to the citizens’ annoyance at having to travel all the way to Madfeld to go to Mass, began with the building of its own church.  In 1710, the first Mass was held in the new church and in 1711, it was consecrated and dedicated to St. Agatha.  Succeeding Father Hyginus Huelsweg as head of the congregation, Pastor Adam Juergens stayed until his death in 1754.  His position was filled by Father Christopher Plebs who left after a short 3 years, due to ill-will and hostilities culminating in his being shot at in the rectory bedroom.  
The townspeople of Bleywaesche were an unruly folk.  They suffered many a year where harvests were destroyed by late snows (worst record was of 3 feet of snow on June 1 that lasted a week), hail and antediluvian rainstorms, early and long winters, summer droughts, diseases which decimated their livestock (in 1854 only 20 of over 250 sheep survived an epidemic that hit the flock), plagues of mice and insects, fires that destroyed homes and barns, and illnesses that took the lives of family members or neighbors almost every year.  Hardship was a way of life.  Not being wealthy, it was difficult for clergymen to extract tithes from them and could be part of the reason for some of the priest’s complaints.   
In 1801, Pastor Ludwig Mahsen began keeping records in the new official church chronicles.  Among the many records he kept, he noted that 2 young men remained missing after Napoleon’s Russian campaign in 1812, in 1814 a number of young men were drafted and fought against Napoleon at Belle-Alliance in Belgium under Captain Anton Sprenger and his officers, Heinrich Dietz and Suler.  The church records for 1856 show that a number of Bleiwaesche families emigrated to the US. (Editor’s note:  Vince Miller’s research, which can be found at: http://www.recordranch.com/genealogy/ahnentaf.htm,   includes the list of passengers on board the “R. Jacobs” in 1856: Their names were: Becker, Schlomer, Pieper, Finger, and Scholand.)  
Noteworthy is the following account of a fire by an eyewitness, Ferdinand Scholand.  On August 5, 1952,  a fire broke out in the home of the Hecker family.  He says, “It was a Tuesday morning.  I was chopping firewood in my yard when I saw smoke coming from the door to the threshing-floor near the Hecker’s home.   I called to Anton Schaefer, who was working in the Eley’s small blacksmith’s forge, “It’s burning at Hecker’s!”;  we ran over, the doors were closed, smoke was coming from the barn.  We broke open the door to the house with our shoulders.  The grandmother was coming down the stairs with her infant grandchild.  She had noticed the fire and run to get the child out of its crib right away.  Anton Schaefer brought the child to safety at a neighbor’s home.  Only the grandmother and grandchild had been in the house, the others were in the field, mowing.  We notified the fire department and rang the Fire Bell.  By that time, the flames were shooting out of the barn.  Upon arrival, the firemen realized that they could not put out the fire, so they concentrated their efforts on keeping it from spreading.  At about the same time, a company of Norwegian soldiers rushed in to help.  They had seen the smoke while on maneuvers (NATO) and run immediately to see if they could be of any help.”
 He goes on to give a detailed account of the rescue efforts and the damage done to the house as well as to neighbor’s homes as the spread of the fire could not be controlled.  Rescue efforts were hampered by what had been a constant problem in Bleiwaesche – water shortages.  The springs did not produce enough for the town’s needs and the town officials had spent years and great amounts of money in their search for new sources of water.   
National fame came to Bleiwaesche in 1962 when a comment made at a town meeting made it to a news agency and was reported nationwide in newspapers and on television.  As reported: “in the out-of-the-way town of Bleiwaesche, miserly townfolk drink rainwater, which the mayor has now banned.”  The original comment, though, referred to a threatened hike in water prices due to the high cost of providing the town with potable  water.

The televised report turned out to be wonderful advertising and led to a spate of inquiries from all over the country.  It sounded idyllic and people wanted to vacation in “the land of the rainwater drinkers”.   The water shortage problems were solved in 1971, the town now belongs to the network of towns and cities supplied by the Hoppecketal springs.  
In 1966, the Secretary of the Interior of the state of North Rhine-Westphalia awarded Bleiwaesche its own coat of arms and town seal.  The upper part of the coat of arms shows a golden ear of wheat between 2 oak leaves on a green background.  These symbolize the agricultural character of the area.  The lower part shows the astrological sign for Saturn, which was also the alchemical sign for lead, on a silver background.  The 3 components – lead, forest and agriculture – symbolize the most important characteristics of the town of Bleiwaesche.  
Very sadly, Wolfgang Ahlers writes about the annexation of the town of Bleiwaesche in 1975.  It had been a separate and independent community since the 16th century, with its own mayor and council, responsible for its own destiny.  Today, it is part of the city of Bad Wuennenberg.   My thanks to Frau Silvia Meschede of the Bureau of Tourist Information in Bad Wuennenberg, who was so kind as to copy Wolfgang Ahlers historical treatise and mail it to me. 
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