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There is a village of six houses and more stables 
nearby, and on the mountain to the Ahonen, 

which is called Dörfli Guscha. 
 
 
This is how Bartholomäus Anhorn described  
at the year 1622 the small Walser village 
above the St. Luzisteig near Maienfeld. 
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The challenge in dealing with history is to 
extract the truth and to trace the spirit of those 

who experienced it. 
 

  
Foreword 

 
A lot has already been written about the Walser in general and about the little village of 
Guscha in detail, so I don't have much new to report here. But one thing bothered me and 
aroused my interest. I felt the urge to learn more about it. An emigrant list of people who 
emigrated from Guscha in the first half of the 19th century made me curious. 
In the state archive of the canton of Graubünden in Chur I found their forty-six names in 
the register of residents from 1850. And even after that there were always families who 
turned their backs on Guscha and settled somewhere in the world. So I had many questions 
that I pursued to find answers. 
Who were these people and where did they go? Why had they left their village? How did 
you fare in your new home country? What routes did they take and what means of transport 
were available to them – 
Back then, on the last hike of the Walser from Guscha? 
 
 
An advantage of today is the Internet with access to almost unlimited information, which, 
however, cannot always be trusted blindly. In order to verify this data, you need other 
sources, which I have found in entries in civil status registers, church books, state archives, 
passenger lists, old writings, lists of residents, etc. 
 
 

Andreas R. Metz, 2023 
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Walser-Blut 

 

 

 

Anna Mutzner (1869-1947) was my 
great-grandmother, which is why 

Walser blood still flows in my veins. 
The family tree gives an overview of 

where the source is. 

Joos Mutzner           
geb. unbek. - 1738         

1723      
Margreth Salzgeber 

unbekannt             

Andreas Mutzner         
1735 - 1772              

     1760      
Catharina Just           

1737 - 1814 

Christian Mutzner 
05.07.1761 - 1824      

       1799      
Katharina 
Mutzner            

1775 - 1843 

Jakob Mutzner 
11.06.1801 - 04.07.1852       

      1827      
Elsbeth Riederer            

03.08.1803 - 26.02.1855 
(Eltern von Paulus) 

Paul Riederer            
1780 - 1835               

 
Maria Bernhard          

1780 - 1855  

 

Caspar Riederer       
1744 - 1799            

 
Maria Nigg            
1752 - 1824  

Paulus Mutzner 
07.01.1832 - 07.10.1901       

        03.11.1865      
Anna Mutzner            

09.01.1846 - 07.09.1909 
in Maienfeld 

Tobias Mutzner 
04.05.1808 - 01.09.1870       

 
Elsbeth Boner            

02.03.1805 - 01.05.1861 
(Eltern von Anna) 

Johann Jakob          
Boner                    

1777 - 1855               
 

Katharina Bernhard       
1773 - 1850 

Caspar Mutzner       
1777 - 1846           

    1804      
Elsbeth Schmid        

1780 - 1851 

Christian Mutzner        
um 1753 - unbek.          

    1770      
Magdalena Reich        

unbekannt 

Johannes Reich       
1726 - 1766      

 
Unbekannt 

Peter Mutzner           
unbek. - um 1775            

 
Anna Kuhni (Kuoni)        

um 1730 -  unbek. 

Anna Mutzner            
23.11.1869 in Maienfeld -
26.12.1947 in Buchs/AG 

          27.05.1893 
Florian Metz                 

18.06.1861 in Chur -           
25.11.1918 in Igis 

 

Andreas Metz                   
 26.07.1907 in Chur -
26.04.1960 in Zürich    

         07.10.1933      
Margaretha Decker 
05.10.1900 in Chur - 
11.08.1995 in Zürich  

 

René Kurt Metz                      
geb. 05.07.1935 in Aarau 

      08.07.1963     
Margrit Gertrud 

 Hablützel             
13.04.1940 in Hinwil/ZH - 

29.12.2011 in Berg a.Irchel/ZH 

Andreas René Metz                            
born 24.12.1963 in Zürich 
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I. Chapter 

The Walserism 
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I.  Chapter 

The colonization of the Alps 

owards the end of Roman rule in what is now Switzerland around 400 AD, the Helvetians were 
unable to establish their own state. Old Celtic settlements (oppida), such as in Rheinau-Altenburg 
or Zurich-Lindenhof, were refortified and settled, but the Romanized Helvetii could not prevent 

the immigration of the Alemanni into the central and eastern Mittelland. The old settlements were initially 
able to assert themselves as language islands, but over time they were adapted to the immigrants from the 
north. The Romanesque element was only able to establish itself in western Switzerland and in the Alps. 
Nevertheless, Celtic influences remain in our country to this day. Rivers, older cities and country names 
bear Celtic names. For example, the name of the canton of Uri comes from the Celtic "ure" (bull). 
 
 

–

T   

Research into the Alemannic tribe, later known as 
the «Walser», has made great strides in recent 
decades. What the Glarner chronicler Aegidius 
Tschudi described and classified 400 years ago as 
the "here Lüth", descendants of Celtic Gauls, has 
long since been corrected and rectified. Never-
theless, a lot is still in the dark and to this day the 
researchers of history, names, historians and 
archaeologists do not always agree on the much-
mentioned and partly mystical Walser trains. 
Immigrated from southern Germany via the Bernese 
Oberland, the ethnic group settled in the Upper 
Valais towards the end of the early Middle Ages 
(8th/9th century) and founded various homesteads 
in the sparsely populated side valleys of the Goms 
and the southern valleys of the Italian Piedmont, 
where they often met long-established Roman 
residents. Two different cultures collided and 
created a potential for conflict. The tall Alemanni, 
generally described as blond, blue-eyed, slender, 
with a tough and idiosyncratic character, stuck to 
their culture and way of life and traditionally kept to 
themselves. In the event of a dispute, they expelled 
the Romansh or forced their language, Walser 
German, on them. Since the valley bottoms were 
mostly already inhabited by the local population, the 
immigrants moved to the higher altitudes. The 
chosen or assigned settlement areas and the asso-
ciated climatic conditions were of vital importance 
for the existence of the immigrated clans. Due to the 
altitude of 1300 to 1800 m, arable farming with 
grain planting was only rarely an option. 
 
Greater importance was attached to the management 
of the meadows, the procurement of large hay supp-
lies, which served to overwinter the corresponding 
livestock (cows, sheep, goats). 
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But livestock farming was also restricted by the 
short alpine vegetation period and could only be 
operated at great expense and with a great deal of 
effort. Just think of the steep slopes where the grass 
had to be cut. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marriage between the two rival ethnic groups was 
forbidden for a long time and was therefore impos-
sible. The social bond of the newcomers came first, 
and they understood themselves as a clan or as a fa-
mily. This was also revealed to the outside world 
through their house signs, family markings that they 
attached to their houses, stables, tools and livestock. 
Later, these house signs were often continued as 
family crests. (page 17) 
 
 



 

The inheritance 
 
The birth rate in the immigrant families was high 
and a flock of ten or more offspring was not uncom-
mon, rather the norm. Sometimes you needed the 
offspring for the work in the house and yard. Back 
then, there was still a long way to go in school, so 
the girls and boys had to help earn a living from an 
early age. It is therefore easy to understand that the 
land and inheritance farmed by the mountain 
dwellers were not always sufficient to allow families 
with many children to make even a modest living. 
Inheritance was a legal form of great economic im-
portance from the early Middle Ages to the 18th 
century. The lenders - these were usually the lords 
who ruled in the respective region and served as 
vassals (feudal lords, nobles, knights) of a king or a 
monastery - gave a borrower a property for use for 
an indefinite period, against interest or other 
services, such as enlistment in warlike conflicts. The 
inheritance also granted the settlers the right to free 
marriage and above all to free residence and 
therefore played a central role with social signifi-
cance in the further development of the Walser 
people and their migrations. 
The constantly growing, restricted living conditions 
therefore prompted numerous borrowers to make 
use of their right to freedom of movement in order 
to find better living conditions elsewhere. 
The situation in Upper Valais, which was under the 
authority of the Bishop of Sitten, was very unsa-
tisfactory at the time. Feuds of the feudal lords, the 
internal political organization, the legal status of the 
peasant population and the organization of law and 
courts were probably more than inadequate. All of 
this can explain the desire to emigrate, but perhaps 
the urge to move on (Walser gene) also contributed 
to the tendency among the settlers in Valais and 
northern Italy to find new living spaces as early as 
the 13th century to tap into. This is evident, among 
other things, in a document from Piedmont, where 
the surname Claus or Clausen is mentioned for the 
first time, which is said to have passed to Mutzner 
in the 15th century. However, it is no longer possible 
to draw any reliable conclusions that would confirm 
this. 
For around 300-400 years, the immigrants from the 
north had settled in the side valleys of Upper Valais 
and Goms, before some of their descendants moved 
on towards northern Italy, Ticino and the area of 
today's canton of Graubünden at the end of the 13th 
century. 
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Exodus from Valais 
 

The colonists climbed the pass heights of the mighty 
Valais Alps and the warmer climatic conditions pre-
vailing at the time must have had an accommoda-
ting effect on them. They settled towards the end of 
the 13th century in the Aosta Valley and in Pomatt 
(in Walser German: Pumatt) in the Val Formazza, 
which they reached via the 2479 meter high Gries 
Pass. This mule track has been known since the 
Bronze Age and was also used extensively by the 
Romans, since this north-south connection has no 
topographical difficulties on either side and is one of 
the few, easily walkable, direct routes from Valais 
to Italy. Even today, German is the main language 
spoken in the Walser villages of the Val Formazza, 
and quite a few resist the increasing ‘Italianisation’. 
Instead, the residents prefer to maintain friendly 
relations with the German-speaking Valaisans. 
But the space in the side valleys of the Aosta Valley 
and in the Pumatt soon became too small, so that the 
tribe spread across Ticino (the most well-known 
place is Bosco Gurin in the upper Maggia Valley, 
the only German-speaking community in Ticino) 
and the San Bernardino migrated to the Hinter-
rheintal and is accordingly referred to as the 'Rhein-
waldgruppe'. 
At the same time, the immigrants who had settled in 
Goms expanded their settlement area to the east and 
as early as the 12th century migrated via the Furka 
into the Urserental (Uri), which belonged to the 
Disentis monastery. Descendants of this 'Vorder-
rhein group' were settled by the monastic lords in the 
Vorderrheintal in Tavetsch and Obersaxen. 
In the 14th century, the Walser migrated back from 
Goms to the Bernese Oberland, where they received 
the valley background of the Lauterbrunnen valley 
and the area around present-day Brienz as their new 
home. 
The feudal lords of Raetia were also aware of the 
advantages of this tough and hard-working ethnic 
group from Valais and northern Italy. One was often 
related or related by marriage to the rulers from the 
other regions and word got around – also with the 
Barons of Vaz, who in the High Middle Ages one of 
the most powerful most noble families in the Alps 
room and their cousins the Lords of Raron were in 
Valais. Documentary they have been proven from 
about 1135 to 1338 and the gender of 'Vaz' deve-
loped over time the time next to the diocese Chur to 
the most important political power in Upper 
Rhaetia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Um 1289 siedelten die Freiherren von Vaz, allen vo-



 Immigration in Raetia 

Due to linguistic agreements, the 
origin of the Walser colonies in 
Graubünden could be determined 
relatively precisely. 
The western colonies in the Rhine 
Forest were settled by the Walsers 
from Goms via the Val Formazza 
(Pomatt), while the eastern areas 
around  
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Around 1289, the Barons of Vaz, led by Walter von 
Vaz, settled colonists in Tavaus (Davos) and granted 
them extensive self-government rights in a fiefdom. 
As a result, the Davos region, which was originally 
only sparsely populated by Romans, developed into 
the largest Walser settlement in Graubünden. 
Accordingly, the settlers who came from central 
Valais and northern Italy and chose the 
southernmost migration route were later referred to 
as the 'Davoser group', although it cannot be ruled 
out that at least some of them also came from the 
'Rheinwald group'. could come from. 
The local population of Graubünden called the 
immigrants from Valais ‘Valiser’ or ‘Valser’ and 
this is how the term Walser came about as we know 
it today. 
The spread of the Walser cannot be seen as a 
uniform emigration phenomenon, since the settlers 
left their homeland in small groups and at different 
times. Often went of emigration to one of the feudal 
 

 

 

 

an area offered for settlement small patrol ahead 
before before the whole Clan went on the hike.  
The Walser do not behave themselves as 
conquerors, but as discrete settlers and  
did not use force to settle down, even if 
some conflicts with the Romani 
people were waiting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is a special feature in the Upper Valais and 
Walser dialects that does not occur in any other 
Swiss dialect. In certain words, the s becomes sch: 
In the Upper Valais, the houses are called ‘Hiischer’, 
the Walser from Graubünden call them ‘Hüüscher’, 
while in the rest of German-speaking Switzerland 
the expression ‘Hiiser’ or ‘Hüüser’ is used. 
But the Upper Valais can also be divided into two 
language groups. In the west, the word heavy is 
pronounced ‘schweer’, while in Goms it means 
‘schwaär’. The same language difference can also be 
found in the Walser colonies. In southern Valais, in 
the settlement areas of Monte Rosa, one says 
‘schweer’, while in the east, in the Val Formazza 
and in Bosco Gurin, it means ‘schwaär’. From this 
it can be concluded that the colonies of Monte Rosa 
were founded from the valleys south of Visp, while 
Pumatt in Val Formazza was settled from Goms. 
Linguistics thus made a significant contribution to 
researching the Walser migrations. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

around Davos and the Prättigau were settled mainly 
from the south by the Walsers from the western 
Upper Valais the Monte Rosa area took place. 
 
In den Oberwalliser- und Walsermundarten gibt es 

The verbal proof 



                       When  Davos still called Taveus (Taffüs) 

Where cattle grazed during the growing season, 
there was no hay at all that year. Therefore, the 
Walsers needed large areas for their grass farming, 
which may also explain their single farm and hamlet 
settlements. 
 
 

The survival tool 
 
What to the field farmer in the valley  
his plough was the Walser's scythe 
and became the most important de- 
vice. Although there was before  
the time of Walser hikes a scythe 
similar tool, this however, it is not  
suitable for cutting large areas of grass without ha-
ving to bend down. 
It is therefore an interesting finding that the scythe 
got its current form in the 12th/13th centuries 
received. At the time when the Walser set out to cul-
tivate new settlement areas. This coincidence in 
time is probably more than just a coincidence, 
because the spread of grass economies in high 
mountainous areas would have been unthinkable 
without the provision of a suitable, rational tool. 
The settlement history of Graubünden, Vorarlberg 
and the St. Gallen Oberland would probably have 
taken a different direction without the scythe! 
 

  
 

            he most important Walser colonies in Graubünden were free to choose their mayor and exercise   
            the lower jurisdiction themselves. This local autonomy did not yet exist in Valais at that time, but 
            it was also associated with certain obligations that have already been mentioned (interest payments, 
military service). Nevertheless, the situation was generally better than in Valais, and once they had paid 
their dues, they were free to marry or leave the country at will. This is the core of the «Walser freedom», 
which was only granted to a few colonies in Graubünden. Walser settlements in Valais and outside Raetia 
generally did not have comparable rights and this status attracted more and more families and entire clans 
to Graubünden. 
 

The free Walsers 

The first free Walsers who came to Graubünden and 
the adjacent areas settled mainly on the edge of the 
agricultural zones that had already been settled and 
used by the Romans. That was the area near the tree 
line caused by the climate, which lies between 1,600 
and 1,800 meters above sea level on the north side 
of the Alps. lies. Trees can only thrive up to 2,300 
m in the sheltered Engadin, but the Walser never 
settled there. At the time of the Walser migrations, 
the Engadin and its side valleys were controlled by 
other feudal lords, such as their ‘von Planta’, and 
they apparently had no interest in free Walser 
colonizing their valleys. 
Farming was not possible at this altitude, or only in 
sheltered locations and only to a very limited extent, 
which was not enough for full self-sufficiency. 
Therefore, the life of the Walser was based on ani-
mal husbandry and grass farming. To do this, how-
ever, they needed large areas, since the vegetation 
period and grass growth is short on the alpine pa-
stures. Grazing was only possible after the snow had 
melted for a good five months. The rest of the time 
the cattle had to stay in the barn and be fed with hay, 
which was provided during the summer. In contrast 
to the valley locations, where several grass cuts are 
possible every year, the Walser could only cut one 
single cut on the high-lying areas, on nutrient-poor 
meadows perhaps only every second year. 
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How did the Walser come to Guscha? 

At the beginning of the 14th century, a clan migrated 
from the Rheinwald to the Albula Valley. Presu-
mably they followed the route of the 'Davoser 
Group'. They built their huts and stables above 
Tiefencastel in Stürvis and Mutten, in an area over 
which the Bishop of Chur and the Barons of Vaz 
were competing for control. In Stürvis, a family of 
'von Stürfis' is documented as early as the end of the 
13th century. They were probably Walsers from the 
first group of immigrants or scouts to explore the 
area. Before the Walser moved in, the area near 
Mutten was only farmed as an alp by the Romanic 
valley population in Solis. Over the years, groups 
moved further towards Davos and then via Klosters 
along the Schesaplana chain over the Aschariner 
Alp in the Gafiental and settled in Partnun, Aschüel, 
St. Antönien, Schuders, Stels, Valzeina and other 
areas in the Prättigau. The landlords back then were 
still the Barons of Vaz. Donat von Vaz continued his 
father Walter's 'Walser friendliness' and enfeoffed 
the immigrants with the alpine regions along the 
Rätikon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Around 1333, a group reached a high valley (Wilde-
nen) between Maienfeld and Seewis, and they 
named their settlement, which was founded at 
almost 1,600 meters, Stürfis, presumably because 
they came from the town of the same name in the 
Albula Valley and their leader 'Hans von Stürfis' 
was. Only coniferous wood and hay could be har-
vested in this 'wild one', and a small amount of 
barley could be planted. No deciduous trees thrive 
up there, the area is too barren and the climate too 
cold for farming. Nevertheless, this settlement 
existed for three hundred years and shows the 
inhospitable conditions in which the Walser were 
able to settle down. They only had to capitulate to 
nature in the little sun-drenched Calfeisental, and at 
the beginning of the 15th century the families there 
moved to lower-lying valley areas such as Vättis or 
Tschenner. One of the reasons was that their 
clearing work on the steep slopes gave free rein to 
the avalanches and Rüfen (mud avalanches). 
 
 

The Walser probably came from Stürfis via Flä-
schertal over the Mazorahöhe and the Guscha saddle 
down to today's Guscha. An alpine hiking route that 
shepherds still walk with their sheep to change 
pastures. 
Immigration via the Gleggkamm would also have 
been conceivable. Be that as it may, forty-five years 
after the first Walser settled Davos, the colonists 
reached the slopes above St. Luzisteig, right on the 
border with the Principality of Liechtenstein, and 
named the settlement Mutzen, derived from Mutten. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          Das Hochtal (Wildenen) bei Stürfis 
 

 
Living with the natural hazards 

 
The Walsers had to deal with the whims of nature 
from the start and it was part of everyday life. Life 
in the mountain areas was tough and dealing with 
nature shaped the people and their behavior. It goes 
without saying that the Walsers, who made a new 
home for themselves in the mountains and in the 
wild, were particularly exposed to natural hazards. 
If they wanted to preserve their habitat, they had to 
accept the dangers. The stories about avalanches 
begin with the settlement of the Alps.  
As long as nobody knew exactly how they came 
about, it was believed that they were triggered by 
evil spirits or as a punishment from God. However, 
the Walsers of the late Middle Ages already knew 
how avalanches are triggered. It was observed that 
the smallest vibrations or noises caused by whips, 
shouts or bells were enough to set the masses of 
snow in motion. They also knew about the effects of 
a protective forest, but in this respect they were in a 
quandary, because the creation of housing estates 
made it necessary to clear the forest and if app-
ropriate measures were not taken, there were 
catastrophes with many victims, such as in 1749 in 
Rueras, 1695 and 1749 in Bosco Gurin, 1899 in 
Münster, numerous declines in Galltür etc. etc. 
As a result, many settlements had to be abandoned. 
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Mutzen (today's Guscha) is first mentioned in a 
letter of inheritance from 1366. In it, Albrecht Streiff 
lends 'Hans Änderlins sun from Mutzen the goods 
for an inheritance of five pounds Bilyen, in Churer 
Bisthumb named coin to interest on Martini'. The 
feudal proprietors are obliged to do military service 
with 'swords and spears', except for 'disputes with 
the lords of the city of Mayenvelt.' 
 
However, the Mutzen settlement was founded 
shortly after the Walser arrived on Stürfis thirty 
years earlier. At that time, the local territorial lords 
and holders of the Maienfeld High Court were the 
Knights of Aspermont, the center of power was their 
castle Neu-Aspermont ob Jenins, a fief of the 
higher-ranking barons of Vaz.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                         
                                      Castle Neu-Aspermont 
 
 
Above all, Mutzen was still heavily forested during 
the immigration period, and before grass farming 
could even be considered, the ground first had to be 
cleared and made usable. Perhaps this explains why 
Mutzen was named Guscha after the settlement was 
destroyed in 1622 during the 'Bündner confusion' by 
Austrian troops, or more aptly 'hordes' under the 
leadership of Alois Baldiron. The name derives 
from the Roman word 'cuscha', which means tree 
trunk. 
The two settlements of Mutzen and Stürfis were 
burned down for the first time in 1499 during the 
Swabian War.  
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The founding of Mutzen – today's Guscha 

In view of the topography, one has to ask oneself 
how the troops got up there, especially since they 
descended from Stürfis via the 2,050m high alpine 
route of the Mazorahöhe to Guscha. 
After the departure of the Baldironic troops, the 
Walser rebuilt their homesteads in that uncertain 
political period when the balance of power was 
constantly oscillating between the Grisons and 
Habsburg-Austria. 
 
But Mutzen was not the only settlement that the 
Walser from Stürfis founded. Rofels, further down 
in the valley, and the groups of houses in Bovel and 
on Vatscherinenberg (today Ochsenberg) were also 
settled and this is how the Walser settlement "Am 
Berg" came into being. For the next 250 years or so, 
the loose association of municipalities was to exist 
until 1633, when Rofel was incorporated into the 
town of Maienfeld, and the association tacitly 
dissolved, with Guscha remaining economically and 
legally independent. 
The village of Guscha was described by the 
chronicler and pastor Nicolin Sererhart von Seewis 
around 1742 with the following words: 
"The third neighborhood that belongs to Meienfeld-
Kirch (apart from Rofels and Bovel) is Guscha, 
located next to the fruit of St. Luzisteig on a high, 
steep mountain, consists of twelve houses, and when 
you are up there, has a pleasant prospect (View) 
towards Chur, Switzerland and over the Steig down. 
They had a good cattle ranch and also some corn 
wax. From the land they can have nothing but what 
they themselves carry up on their humps, for the 
road is so narrow that no loaded horse can be 
brought up and the cattle can hardly be brought 
down. They have church rights in Meienfeld, but 
they have nothing to say in matters of authority and 
elections and they do not receive the slightest 
emoluments (revenues) from the canton of Grau-
bünden. So they are not really Bündner and also not 
Austrian subjects and one would not like to call them 
the small republic of twelve houses for that reason." 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- 14 - 

The settlement area Guscha above the St. Luzi-
steig. Clearly visible are the clearings carried out 
by the Walser, which created a clearing. Before 
1333 everything was still forested here. 

 
 

‘Hans Änderlins sun ab 

sen’
‘Schilten und Spiessen’

The fall of Stürfis 
 

A Maienfeld document shows that the families of Enderli, Jakob, Ulrich, Konrad and Bernhard Mutzner, 
Bartli Nigg and Thoma Senti from Stürfis had already migrated to the farms at Vaterscherinenberg and 
Bovel around 1500 and in exchange for their goods and grazing rights had exchanged Maienfeld citizenship. 
They could continue to use their former property on Stürfis for a fee of two pounds and 30 shillings. In this 
way, over time, all goods and alpine rights came to Maienfeld. In addition, the proximity of the border, 
which led to frequent attacks and looting from Vorarlberg and Liechtenstein in the defenseless seclusion of 
Stürfis, especially in times of war, may also have contributed to the abandonment of the settlement. 

Stürfis was also not spared from various plague epidemics and the 'Black Death' also decimated the popula-
tion. According to tradition, the last Stürfiser were a pair of siblings named Mutzner, who did not want to 
leave their dearly loved mountain home and fell victim to the plague in their old age in 1629. After the 
lonely deceased had been found in their hut, they were buried in the small cemetery at St. Niklaus-Kirchlein 
on Stürfis. With this the Walser settlement between Falknis, Vilan and Naafkopf ceased to exist. 

Today Stürfis is only managed as an alp during the summer months. A memorial stone with a plaque on the 
settlement's former church hill bears witness to the Walser past. 

 berichten, dass der letzte Stürviser Walser während einer der vielen Pestwellen um 1630 der Seuche im 



 

          t was simply a constant struggle for survival that the residents had to fight every day. No trace of Wal- 
          ser romance. The slopes were so sloping that even the citizens of Maienfeld scoffed at ‘those up there’: 
          ‘They have to put shackles on their chickens and tie the children up so they don’t tumble down the 
steep slopes!’ In fact, only two narrow, steep footpaths, which couldn’t be driven on with a car, led from 
the Guscha down into the valley. One path led to St. Luzisteig and on to Maienfeld, a shorter one over the 
Guscha ravine to Balzers. The Guschner people used these two mule tracks to bring their cattle, wood and 
sticks to the local markets in the valley in order to exchange or sell goods that they could not produce 
themselves, such as salt or rice. They carried all their goods up the mountain on a back stretcher, the so-
called «Reff». Above all, they promoted the economic and social exchange with the neighboring Lie-
chtensteiners and are likely to have laid the foundation for the good relations that have lasted to this day. 
 
 

–

Life on Guscha 
 

The city of Maienfeld was not fundamentally dis-
missive of the residents of Guscha. Nevertheless, the 
relationships among each other were not easy. On 
the one hand the idiosyncratic Walser and on the 
other the autocratic Maienfelder, who saw them-
selves on a higher level. The decrees and laws that 
the city fathers of Maienfeld enacted were certainly 
not always to the advantage of the Guschner. As 
early as the 15th century, disputes regarding the 
course of borders and the use of forests and wood 
were increasing. When the settlement of Rofels was 
included in municipal law in 1633, Guscha received 
a much worse political and civil position than be-
fore. They had to pay a tax to the Maienfeld city 
lords, but had no share in the benefits of the citizens 
and no civic duties. These regulations remained in 
place until well into the 19th century, although they 
were not compatible with the enactment of the can-
ton's constitution at the beginning of the same 
century. On the contrary - 
In 1829, the Guschners received an additional agree-
ment, which further reduced their legal status. 
Among other things, they were ordered to pay 
arrears of confinement and wuhrgeld. For many 
residents of Dörfli, this was the 'death blow' to 
Guscha, because these demands on a small commu-
nity, which worked hard every day to survive and 
cash was almost non-existent, prompted numerous 
Guschners to emigrate , be it in other district com-
munities, in neighboring countries or even overseas. 
The Guschner lived in family groups with tradi-
tionally many children. The death rate among young 
people was high and during a hard, snowy winter, 
the residents could only bring their deceased down 
to the “Lichlegi” of their little St. Luzisteig church 
after the spring had melted. They earned their living 

I 
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During the "heyday" up to 170 people, men, women 
and above all children, lived on Guscha. In 1742 
there were still 140 people divided into twelve 
families who lived in houses with the names: 
Rainhaus, Tolenborthaus, Brunnenhaus, Neuhaus, 
Oberhaus, Krachenhaus and Tobelhaus. 
 
Guscha had no schoolhouse and the children were 
taught in the teacher's room. It was only around 
1826 that they were allowed to go to school in 
Maienfeld, which meant a daily walk of two hours 
there and back. It therefore happened that a mother 
moved to Maienfeld with the children over the 
winter and ran her own household, or the children 
took lodgings with acquaintances near the city 
(Rofels, Bovel). 
 
The people of Guschner supplemented their need for 
meat by hunting deer, stags and chamois, but golden 
eagles and marmots were not spared either. The 
extent to which hunting was then limited to 
domestic areas and did not spread to foreign 
countries such as neighboring Liechtenstein or 
Vorarlberg remains to be seen. Certainly there were 
also cases of poaching, as we will learn later using 
the example of Andreas Just. (page 72) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reff 
after the spring had melted. They 
earned their living by keeping 
animals; Cows and goats gave 
milk, chickens gave eggs, and 
sheep gave wool for making 
clothes and blankets. Sometimes 
it was also possible to do some 
farming; Cabbage, turnips, later 
also potatoes, but also some 
barley was planted, as can be 
seen from the chronicles: 
 
'Item anno 1516 great damage 
happened on Mutzen and the 
hail, hew and Korn completely 
smashed'. 
 

‘Item anno 1516 ist uff Mutzen

Korn gantz zerschlagen’



            

War, sickness and misery 

Diseases such as dysentery, typhus and the real 
bogeyman - the plague, which was highly contagious 
and usually led to death within a few hours - kept 
spreading until the 19th century (no comparison to 
today's corona virus). The science of medicine at that 
time had no means against it, and where the disease 
appeared, it was not the medicine man who was cal-
led, but the clergy, who gave the last consolation, 
which is why many priests also contracted the plague 
and ultimately died. 
The Walsers benefited from the fact that they usually 
built their houses in scattered settlements and at a 
great distance from the cities, so that they could keep 
enough distance between themselves. This prevented 
a widespread spread of the disease among the 
mountain dwellers. Nevertheless, they were not 
spared, but the number of illnesses and deaths was 
significantly lower than in the narrow towns and 
villages of the valley. There, the plague often swept 
away entire families in one night, and in a few days 
the entire population of a hamlet. 
Already in the years 1493 and 1507 hundreds of men, 
women and children died in Maienfeld alone. In the 
two years 1595/96, so many people fell victim to the 
plague that the cemetery had to be relocated. In Fläsch 
there were eighty-eight deaths within three months. 
In 1611, the plague returned to the Sarganserland, 
which is why guards were posted at the St. Luzisteig 
crossing and other access routes, as well as at the town 
gates of Maienfeld. No one was allowed into the city 
who did not have a certificate certifying that they 
came from a 'healthy place' (looks somehow familiar 
to me, Corona measures 2020/21) and the beggars 
were given the alms that were in the Church were 
gathered outside the city walls. 
The disease reappeared violently in 1629, the year of 
disaster when the Austrians invaded the country for 
the third time and subjugated the people with 
unprecedented severity. The plague lasted seven 
months. A directory that has been preserved to this 
day notes four burials for Maienfeld on August 13, 
1629, eight for August 20, and rarely a day remained 
empty. At that time, 22,000 people, a quarter of the 
entire population, died of the plague in the three 
federations. 
 
The plague also raged in the Austrian armies with the 
same intensity. More than 2,000 warriors are said to 
have been buried in the fields near Maienfeld, but 
there was no stopping the bloody activity, and so 
Bartholomäus Anhorn wrote: 
 
"War and death, hardship and misery do not want to 
end in rule." 
 
 
 
 

The family names on Guscha 
 
The most common family names are Just, Riederer, 
Nigg and Mutzner, with the Mutzner clan relocating 
to Rofels early on and most of them settling there. 
From the 18th century onwards, it was mainly the 
Just and Riederer families who made up the 
majority of the inhabitants of Guscha. Around 1800, 
the whole of Guscha's able-bodied team consisted 
of only three men named Riederer, whereas about 
fifteen bore the name Just. In 1845 the last Riederer, 
Andreas, emigrated to America with his family. 
(page 52) 
It is therefore not surprising that the last resident of 
Guscha was called Just. It was Mathis Just in 1969 
who, after 630 years since it was founded by his 
ancestors, did not have to leave the settlement 
entirely voluntarily. But this is a different story - 
like so many stories that tell of the "Free Walsers on 
Guscha". 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 
As early as 1800, some families began to move 
away from Guscha. The exodus peaked in mid-
century, caused by the same reasons thousands of 
people across Europe were fleeing their homes at 
the time; Wars, poverty, famine, diseases, climate 
change, desperation, etc. It was also a burden for the 
people of Guschen that the then city fathers of 
Maienfeld banned the 'Walser up there, who had to 
tie their chickens and children' with the decree of 
1829 that hadn't made life easier either.  
Who knows - maybe one or the other Just, Riederer 
or Mutzner would have stayed otherwise - 
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Mathis Just, born in 
1898 when he moved 

out in 1969 



       

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

House sign and family crest of the Guschner Walser 

House signs (house brands) are personality signs that indicate a family or an individual person and can be 
found on houses, stables, wells and on furniture and equipment. Families used to mark their possessions with 
them. House signs are geometric figures formed only by assembling strokes. Contracts and other documents 
were sometimes also 'signed' with the sign, since one was not always able to read and write in the early years. 

The Graubünden State Archive contains the largest collection (approx. 10,000) of house signs from 
Graubünden families and individuals. 

 

–

JUST     

Andreas          
RIEDERER  

Andris jun.       
JUST  

Andris          
JUST 

Anton           
JUST 

Paul                
MUTZNER 

Hans                
MUTZNER 

Christian            
MUTZNER 

Andreas         
MUTZNER 

MUTZNER     

RIEDERER   

Bernhard             
RIEDERER 

Hans                      
RIEDERER 

Kaspar               
RIEDERER 

Peter                      
RIEDERER  

Christian            
JUST 

Christian jun.      
JUST 

Florian (Fluri)       
JUST 

Peter         
JUST 

(the last of his name, 
emigrated to America 
in 1845) 

Stoffel         
BONER 

BONER 

Christoffel      
BONER 

NIGG 

Hans          
NIGG 

Andres      
NIGG 

Bernhard       
NIGG 

Bernhard       
NIGG 

Christian       
BONER 
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In the Principality of Liechtenstein, a stamp issue was dedicated to                       
the house emblems of the Walser 

 

The Walser colonies did not form a unit in the Roman regions and were widely scattered. 
Due to the relative isolation, certain colonies have retained numerous characteristics 
to this day, while other Walser people adapted more quickly and mixed with the neigh-
boring population. In the Bernese Oberland and in Savoy in particular, the untrained 
eye will hardly find any traces of the Walser settlement from back then. The last 
recognizable element of an early Walser culture is the language related to the Upper 
Valais dialect. 

In the 19th century, the Walser people of Graubünden lost all awareness of the Walser 
culture. The memory of the wanderings of their ancestors from the Valais had faded. 

In the 20th century, the Walser language continued to decline due to the development of 
traffic and tourism and was replaced by German and Italian dialects. Only in the 
originally settled areas in certain regions of Graubünden and Vorarlberg is the 'Walser' 
culture continued. 

In the 21st century, awareness of the Walser culture has grown again and efforts are 
being made to preserve the old Walser settlements, to revive the culture, language and 
traditions and to promote exchange among the descendants of the Walser in the 
community. 
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The (almost) forgotten culture 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. Chapter 

Life in the 19th Century 
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II.  Chapter 

Hard times  

          n 1798 the Rhaetian Free State was occupied by the French after they had proclaimed the Helvetic  
          Republic on April 12 of the same year on the soil of the old Confederation and had to be held by  
         French arms. Now the republics of the 'Three Leagues', which contractually were a place facing 
the old Confederation, faced the unfortunate alternative of deciding for France or Austria, because 
alone and independently they could do it in the middle these two powerful and warring states do not 
remain. 

 

–

I   

It was only with great difficulty that neutrality could 
be maintained for some time and the Bündner War 
Council ordered 6,000 men to be deployed to cover 
the territorial borders. The differences between 
France and Austria grew and a peaceful solution to 
the conflict seemed a long way off. In the Three Lea-
gues, people were divided (patriots and aristocrats) 
and did not agree on which side to take. However, a 
predominantly Catholic majority voted in favor of 
Austria, since the aristocrats hoped that this would 
give them the Valtellina and other subject areas, 
which had broken away from Bunden in 1797 and 
joined the Cisalpine Republic founded by Napoleon 
and the French connected, would get back again. 
As a result, the patriotically Helvetic rulers of 
Maienfeld threatened to break away from the fede-
rations and join the Helvetic Republic on their own 
initiative. When more and more French troops were 
marching up in the Sarganserland at the end of Sep-
tember 1798 and these were already moving into Uri 
and Ticino, the French envoy no longer wanted to 
wait any longer to see whether the people of 
Graubünden would now voluntarily let the French 
into the country and join the Helvetic Republic. 
With the days of diplomacy fruitlessly over, it 
seemed only a matter of time before French troops 
would invade this important country. In order to 
resist this, the Bündner War Council asked the 
Austrians for support on October 17 to defend the 
passes and borders to protect Bünden. The Austrians 
were responsible for feeding their troops and were 
not allowed to interfere in the country's internal 
affairs, as stated in the treaty. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following day, the Austrian invasion began via 
the Luzisteig with 4,000 men under the command of 
Major General Franz Xaver von Auffenberg, who 
also commanded the Bündner militias. But this 
Austrian glory in Graubünden did not last long, and 
the French response was not long in coming. 
On March 6, 1799, the commander-in-chief of the 
French troops in Switzerland, General André 
Masséna, issued an ultimatum to his opponent von 
Auffenberg to leave the Bünden area again. On the 
same day, without waiting for an answer, Masséna 
sent his troops in the direction of Luzisteig, where 
the Austrians were based. Opposite Balzers he 
crossed the Rhine, whereby the construction of a 
temporary bridge took a long time. In order to pre-
vent the Austrians from sending reinforcements to 
Luzisteig, Masséna had Feldkirch attacked with a 
brigade. At the same time he feigned a sham attack 
from Ragaz to Maienfeld. When his troops arrived 
from Balzers on the Luzisteig on the afternoon of 
March 6, 1799, he was determined to take the fort-
ress. There was no way he wanted to remain in the 
narrow valley with his forces separated and a 
wretched bridge behind him. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

General André Masséna 
1758-1817 
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Starting from Balzers, Masséna had one group climb 
the Fläscherberg and another climb the Falknis via 
Guscha in order to avoid the Luzisteig ski jump. He 
himself attacked the positions head-on with a 
battalion and five cannon, and when his troops fell 
in the rear of the Austrians from the heights of 
Guscha and the Fläscherberg, the bloody battle, in 
which eight hundred soldiers lost their lives, was 
over after four hours. Four hundred Austrians were 
taken prisoner, and the rest hastily retreated, leaving 
their guns behind. 
General Masséna advanced with increased power 
towards Chur, where he captured his opponent von 
Auffenberg with most of his remaining troops. 
On the same day, French armies under the command 
of General Demont reached Reichenau victoriously 
from Ragaz via the Kunkelspass. They continued to 
advance to Disentis via the Oberalp and Gotthard to 
Bellinzona and Misox. The Austrians were blown 
up all along the line, beaten and soon thrown out of 
all the leagues, so that the leagues now decided to 
join Helvetia. 
 

Between the lines 
 
In the meantime, Archduke Karl's great victory over 
the troops of French General Jourdan near Stockach 
on Lake Constance on March 25 marked a turning 
point in the war. The Austrians felt encouraged in 
their war fortunes and attacked the Lower Engadine 
and, on May 1st, 1799, the Luzisteig at the same 
time less than two months after the devastating 
defeat. General Hotze seized the same successful 
attack plans from Masséna via the Fläscherberg and 
Guscha. However, since his battalions got lost in the 
mountain range of the Falcon and consequently did 
not arrive in time to support the frontal attack troops, 
the whole plan failed.  
In addition, the shots fired from the Guscha by a 
vanguard, which had met an enemy patrol, were 
taken for the agreed attack signal and the front had 
therefore attacked too early. When the Austrians 
noticed the mistake, it was already too late and 
defeat could no longer be averted. 
 
 

The Luzisteig Fortress around 1833 
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The Guschners saw the warmongering around the 
Luzisteig up close with every attack. From the front 
row, so to speak, they looked down on the evil hap-
penings down in the valley. They heard the salvos of 
muzzle-loading muskets, the crack and thunder of 
cannons, the whinnying of horses, the shouts and 
wailing cries of soldiers in their agony, and later 
found them dead or wounded in the woods. 
 

The second attack 
 
On May 14, just two weeks after the defeat, the 
Austrians launched their second attack with a total 
of 19 battalions and 8 squadrons, divided into four 
columns, which invaded Graubünden from four 
directions. The main power, under the leadership of 
General Hotze, marched against the Luzisteig with 
twenty-one guns. The second and third columns 
with a total of eight battalions came along the border 
with Liechtenstein via the Gamperdona valley to the 
Maienfeld Alps. From there one column descended 
to Maienfeld, Jenins and Malans while the other 
descended directly into the Prättigau and advanced 
towards Landquart. Four more battalions advanced 
over the Gargäller Joch to St. Antönien and seized 
the upper part of the Prättigau. This second attack by 
General Hotze was successful in every respect. 
 
Masters in Graubünden, which they were now again, 
the Austrians wanted to become masters of Switzer-
land as well. However, this was prevented by the 
French in further battles on the Limmat-Linth line, 
so that the Austrians and their allied Russian troops 
had to withdraw in October 1799.  
The final annexation came in 1803 thanks to the 
mediation acts of Emperor Napoléon and the 
protection of a French garrison, who soon evacuated 
Bünden of the canton Rätien with the name Kanton 
Graubünden to the Swiss Confederation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Marschlins Castle near Igis around 1870 

In addition to arable farming, existing and new spe-
cial cultures such as wine and fruit cultivation, 
chestnut cultivation in Bergell or the cultivation of 
hemp and other fiber plants were promoted. 
 

The craft 
 
Traditional Graubünden handicrafts were based 
primarily on the local resources of wood, stone, hyd-
roelectric power and ore deposits and were mostly 
linked to farming until well into the 19th century. 
The job prospects, for example as a miller, black-
smith, carpenter or potter, were too modest. In 
addition, itinerant craftsmen were strong com-
petitors, for example when it came to building hou-
ses. Outside the centers there were few craftsmen 
who were not farmers at the same time. Moreover, 
whenever possible, the farmers tried to do all the 
work themselves. Itinerant traders, grocers and 
markets provided the population with the rest of 
their needs. 
The manufacture of crockery from Lavez (soap-
stone) has been a specialty of the southern valleys of 
Graubünden since Roman times. From the 18th 
century, numerous companies for the production of 
the so-called "Tavetscher ovens" from soapstone 
slabs were established in Disentis and the surroun-
ding area. Several small businesses tried their luck 
in processing local raw materials such as clay and 
stone. In 1786 a pottery workshop was established 
in St. Antönien in the Prättigau. Up until 1898, 
tableware, stove tiles and water pipes were manu-
factured there. Another pottery existed from 1834 to 
around 1920 in the Bündner Oberland. With the 
advent of modern transport links, most of these 
workshops disappeared in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. 
 

            ut anyone who thought they were looking forward to better times was greatly mistaken. Although  
            Graubünden was characterized by stability and peace until the middle of the century, the effects  
            of the Napoleonic wars were felt for years to come. This and other factors played a major role 
in the forthcoming waves of emigration in the 19th century, from which the Walser on Guscha were 
not spared. 
 

einem Bataillon und fünf Kanonen frontal an, und als seine Truppen von den Höhen Guscha’s und des 

–

Agricultural  
 
The majority of the population of Graubünden made 
a living from mountain farming well into the 19th 
century. The principle of self-sufficiency applied as 
far as possible. In the humid climate of the northern 
slopes of the Alps, only cattle breeding came into 
question at high altitudes and the sale of animals was 
the main source of income for the farmers. The large 
and lucrative cattle markets took place on the 
southern slopes of the Alps. The products that could 
not be produced in-house were also bought there. 
Animal husbandry has always played an important 
role. Initially, mainly small livestock such as sheep, 
goats or pigs were bred. It was not until the late 
Middle Ages that livestock breeding and the asso-
ciated dairy farming gained in importance. Alpine 
farming was often organized as a cooperative. The 
long winter months were the time for peasant 
homework (textile and woodwork) and for the 
management of the forests. 
 
In the inner and southern Alpine valleys, the con-
ditions for grain cultivation were more favourable. 
The topography and the short vegetation period 
resulted in a gradual management of the forage areas 
over time. Because of the miserable road network, 
the principle applied: "The cattle go to the feed", in 
complete contrast to today's central stable. Most 
farms in Graubünden stuck to traditional forms of 
farming for a long time. Everyday life was charac-
terized by strenuous physical work for the whole 
family and assignments on widely scattered plots. In 
the course of the year, the farmers followed the 
forage grounds at the various altitude levels, from 
the valley floor to the alpine pastures. Whenever 
possible, the farming families processed the pro-
ducts themselves, with a huge amount of work and 
as little capital as possible. This applied, for examp-
le, to the long journey from the grain field to the ba-
kehouse or from the flax field to the wintry spinning 
and weaving room. 
 
In 1717, potatoes were first cultivated in the 
Marschlins castle garden in the 'Three Bünden'. This 
plant only gained real importance during the famine 
years of 1770-1773 and 1816. In the course of the 
19th century it finally became a staple food as a 
substitute for missing grain. 
 
 

Life in Graubünden in the 19th Century 

B    
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Milk, Cheese and Meat 
 
The Walsers had plenty of milk and meat and it 
wasn't just served on Sundays. Where there were no 
smoke chambers, the meat, bacon, ham and 
sausages were dried in the mountain air in the kilns. 
Despite claims to the contrary, the Walsers also 
raised pigs, as evidenced by documents from the 
early 15th century in Vorarlberg. 
In addition to domestic livestock, at least in the pa-
tent hunting canton of Graubünden, venison was 
also available. So there was enough milk and meat 
to be found in the Walser households, even if not at 
all times. On the other hand, with the small amount 
of agriculture, there was no bread and in some places 
in the mountains it was just a pastry for a long time. 
Instead of the precious flour, the durable dried fruits, 
such as apple slices and dried pears, were gladly int-
roduced. 
During the 18th century and even until more recent- 
ly, little attention was paid to growing vegetables in 
Bünden. The strongest vegetable growers were the 
Prättigauer, Churer and the Herrschäftler. The ‘Cha-
bis-Ischnätzä’ was one of the autumn tasks for the 
self-supporters. The cabbage heads were finely 
chopped with the Chabis slicer, seasoned with salt 
and juniper berries in a vat and pressed in several 
steps, so that the 'Suurchrut' was ready to be enjoyed 
in 4-6 weeks. 
 
 

Was der Bauer nicht kennt…

Das abschätzige Städtersprichwort, ‘Was der Bauer 
nicht kennt, das frisst er nicht’, hat seinen Wahr

da sind, den Unrat der Welt, den sie ‘Delikatessen’ 

‘ ’

Nourishment 
 
Up until well into the 20th century, the mountain far-
mers subsisted mainly on dairy products and meat. 
Although the arable farming limit was higher in the 
Middle Ages than it is today, they did not succeed, 
or only to a limited extent, in expanding their range 
of foods through the cultivation of crops and 
vegetables. This fact led, also due to the seasons, to 
an often somewhat one-sided, simple and sometimes 
even poor menu. So many Walser farmers regularly 
brought their products such as cheese, butter, animal 
skins and furs to the markets in the valley or even 
further away to Ticino and northern Italy, from 
where they returned home with corn, maize and rice. 
Vegetable lovers and vegetarians, not to mention 
vegans, would have had a hard time with the Walser 
cuisine of the time, because the 'green stuff' played 
a rather subordinate role in the recipes. 
There have been close ties between the Valais region 
of origin and the Walsers in Ticino, northern Italy, 
Sarganserland, Liechtenstein and Vorarlberg for 
centuries, not only in the linguistic and cultural 
areas, but also in culinary terms. In the Walser areas 
of Graubünden, almost the same or at least very si-
milar dishes used to be on the table, which primarily 
differed in their different names as well as smaller 
variants in terms of the ingredients and preparation. 
Contacts with the Romansh and the inhabitants of 
the Italian-speaking southern valleys in Bünden, but 
also in Tyrol and Lombardy, have had a positive 
effect on the eating habits of the Walser. 
 
 
 

The way of life of the mountain farmers 
and the associated income from meals 
depended on the working hours. In the 
morning the farmer had to feed and milk 
his cattle and was usually up and about 
long before daybreak. Then came the day's 
work, such as sledging, fetching hay from 
the mountain meadows, chopping wood in 
the forest, carrying it home and splitting it, 
mucking out the stables and much more. 
Breakfast, which consisted mainly of milk, 
flour or oat soup, was eaten before the 
cattle were fed in the morning. A first main 
meal at ten o'clock in the morning, follo-
wed by another meal at three in the after-
noon before supper was eaten after feeding 
the cattle. 
 
 
 
 
er grösste Teil der Bündner Bevölkerung 

What the farmer doesn't know... 
 
The derogatory townspeople pro-
verb, «What the farmer doesn't 
know, he doesn't eat» has its truth 
content in the fact that the person 
who is most tied to his home is also 
most attached to his native food 
and can only find it good, enjoy-
able and healthy . Eating habits and 
the tastes formed by them are part 
of his being, and he actually feels 
offended when he is asked to eat 
other foods, or he feels sorry for 
the rich in the hotels who are there 
to to devour the filth of the world, 
which they call 'delicacies'. While 
a Graubünden farmer only wants to 
start his heavy day's work after a 
'Türggäribel' for breakfast, the 
Mittelland farmer still thinks that 
corn can only be used as pig or 
chicken feed, according to Richard 
Weiss in Swiss Folklore from 
1945. 
 
 
 
 
 



    

    

    

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

     

        

 

 

Pfisterzunft 
Millers, Grain drivers, 

Innkeepers, Barbers, Bakers 

Power was now in the hands of the craftsmen's associations and the citizens of Chur could appoint mayors, councils 
and court authorities without the bishop, the former lord of the city, having a say. From then on, a political career 
was only possible as a guild member. That is why nobles also allowed themselves to be accepted into a guild, 
mainly as landowners. Only townsfolk could become guild members. Non-citizens, serfs and those born out of 
wedlock were excluded from membership, as were all women. A guild regulation regulated organization and 
activities down to the smallest detail. There were regulations on working hours, the number of apprentices and 
journeymen per company, the admission of new masters, etc. But agriculture, which played an important role in 
Chur until well into modern times, was also covered by the guild regulations. For example, the guilds had to 
provide the various shepherds for the cattle kept in the city. The guild regulations regulated all economic activities 
such as prices, wages or sales times. It also determined the size of the businesses, how many businesses in a given 
branch were permitted in the city, and the quality of the products. 
In the 19th century there were increasing demands for a broader right to have a say in politics and for freedom of 
trade. The guild regulations met with increasing criticism and were finally abolished in 1840. 

The city of Chur with its five guilds was an exception. Between 1465 and 1840, these monopoly 
corporations determined the economic and political life of the city of Chur. After a devastating fire 
that destroyed large parts of the city, the citizens of Chur received from Emperor Friedrich III. in 1464 
the new right to introduce guilds, which also arose a year later.  
 
  
 

Rebleutenzunft 
Field-, Vineyard- and Meadow 
owners, Scholars, Officers, Nobles 

 
 

Schuhmacherzunft 
Butchers, Tanners and 

Shoemaker 
 

Schneiderzunft 
Furriers, Grocers, Rope makers, 

      Hat makers, Weavers, Tailors,     
         Clothshearers and other  
                Textile trades 
 

Schmiedezunft 
 Stonemasons, Masons, Carpenters, 

Painters, Glaziers, Saddlers, 
Wheelwrights, Cooper, Wheelmakers, 

Blacksmiths 
 

Chur about 1850 
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Incidentally, Mary Godwin (who became world fa-
mous as a writer under the name Mary Shelley) is said 
to have written her novel "Frankenstein" because the 
heavy rain meant she could hardly leave the house 
near Lake Geneva, where she was staying with friends 
and her stepsister was. 
Things only got better again in 1818 and the situation 
gradually calmed down, but by then a number of 
people had emigrated to the USA. 
 
The eruption of the Tambora and the "Year without a 
Summer" of 1816 are closely linked to Switzerland, 
and our country was sometimes one of the regions 
most affected! A severe famine in the east of the Con-
federation cost countless lives, brought death and 
despair and was the trigger for the first large wave of 
overseas migration. 
 
 

The Year without a Summer 
                                                                                   
The Tambora eruption was not just a regional cata-
strophe. Tons of ash and sulfur fell into the strato-
sphere in a very short time and this had worldwide 
consequences - up to the present day. In Central 
Europe, these did not appear until a year later. 
The year 1816 had just begun to spring when the snow 
returned and the cold stayed. In regions like Switzer-
land and Baden-Württemberg, it hardly stopped rai-
ning or snowing for months. Eastern Switzerland and 
the canton of Graubünden were hit particularly hard. 
The sky darkened and violent, unprecedented thun-
derstorms swept across the country. Extreme floods 
followed the thaw and flooded the farmers' fields for 
weeks, so that the seed rotted or could not be sown at 
all. 
Crafty merchants - or should I rather say crooks - 
initially went from farm to farm and bought the last 
year's stocks of potatoes and grain from the farmers 
in order to later sell them again for a multiple. Many 
a farmer must have bitterly regretted this a few weeks 
later! It got cold, wet and dark - and apart from grass 
nothing grew or only a little. 
Hunger rolls stretched with plaster of paris, acorn or 
sawdust were said to have been baked. Theft of food 
(egg thieves, live animals, etc.) was commonplace, as 
was disease and death from malnutrition. Unima-
ginable misery must have prevailed back then. 
 
The people had to slaughter their draft animals and in 
their distress they dug up the seed potatoes. Many 
people fled to other, unfamiliar areas. It should have 
been the last famine in Switzerland. 
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Tambora - The volcano that changed the world 

Not in the slightest and in no way could the inhabitants of Graubünden and other areas have guessed what 
was in store for them, caused by a volcanic eruption at the other end of the world that exceeded any 
imagination. Just emerging from the Napoleonic War years, people found themselves caught up in one of 
the world's greatest natural disasters ever documented. And all citizens in Graubünden - including the 
Guschner - were affected!                                                                                                                                                     
The year-long drama began on April 10, 1815 on the small Indonesian island of Sumbawa, when the 
Tambora volcano ejected dozens of cubic kilometers of ash and magma from its gullet. The volcano, at 
around 4,300 meters one of the highest peaks in the archipelago, collapsed and has since measured almost 
2,900 meters. A seven-kilometre-wide caldera formed that can even be seen from space. 

Only those who left the island in time survived. The 
eruption is said to have been heard on the island of 
Sumatra, more than 2,500 kilometers away. Huge 
tsunamis hit the region's islands, and the sky 
darkened for days. More than 10,000 people are said 
to have died immediately, more than 100,000 in the 
Indonesian region alone as a result of starvation and 
diseases such as cholera or typhus. 



 

As a poor mountain farming country, Graubünden 
saw a large number of emigrants well into the 20th 
century. Up until 1859, thousands of young allies had 
themselves recruited by foreign rulers for military 
service, mostly for a few years and under wretched 
conditions, many of them dying on the battlefields of 
Europe. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Up until 1890, the mountain canton was mostly a 
country of emigration. There were more emigrants 
than immigrants. There were few sources of income 
besides mountain farming. Commercial emigration 
from Graubünden led numerous professionals abroad 
and can basically be divided into two categories; 
Either the citizens left the canton with the intention of 
returning home after a shorter or longer period and 
investing the money they had earned abroad in their 
home country in order to enjoy life with it, or they 
emigrated and took up permanent residence abroad. 
The first category includes, for example, the chimney 
sweeps who moved to Italy or Vienna, the glaziers or 
flat painters who earned their living in France, or the 
resin collectors who traveled through Austria and 
Bavaria. Many others also earned their living as 
liquor or milk sellers, cobblers or knife sharpeners. 
The leading occupation of the population from the 
southern valleys such as the Engadin or the Misox 
was that of the confectioner, which first concentrated 
on Venice and Lombardy (where the recipe for the 
Bündner nut cake came from) and spread to France 
and Russia . Women tended to work in the immediate 
vicinity, for example as domestic help or buffet ladies 
in Northern Italy. "Schwabengangers" were children 
and young people who hired themselves out to 
southern German farmers during the summer for low 
wages and new clothes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Up and away 

            migration and immigration always happen side by side and are two sides of the same coin. Emigration  
            in one place means immigration in another. At that time, the decision to emigrate was not primarily  
            made out of pure thirst for adventure, but because living conditions had become difficult or im-
possible. Hunger, poverty and unemployment drove tens of thousands of Swiss people abroad in the 19th 
century as a result of economic hardship. 

E    
The second category consisted of citizens who left the 
country forever and sought a new home far away with 
no thought of returning, which was not always pos-
sible. In the first two decades of the 19th century, 
many families made their way to Poland and Russia, 
specifically to the Crimean Peninsula. They were 
attracted by several clergymen who had moved there 
at the end of the 18th century. But only a few found 
the happiness they had hoped for there and many fell 
into great misery and returned home on the way there. 
 
Emigration on a larger scale began in the 1930s and 
the time came when the Guschner also left their ho-
meland. Between 1845 and 1850, forty-six residents 
of Guscha emigrated, mostly to America, but Italy 
and Prussia were also among their destinations. This 
is shown in a list in the 1850 census book. In the 
second half of the 19th century, too, some people left 
Walser-Dörfli, such as Jakob Just, who set off for 
Australia with his family in 1855 (page 84), so that in 
1862 only two families lived on the Guscha. 
 

The exodus increases 
 
Emigration from Switzerland was constant throu-
ghout the 19th century, but regional and global con-
ditions led to periods of increased numbers of 
emigrants during that period. The first big spike in the 
statistics occurs in 1816 and 1817, after the eruption 
of the Tambora volcano. In parts of the Confede-
ration, up to 10% of the resident population emigrated 
in these two years. 
The second major rash of 1851-1855 is due to suc-
cessive crop failures and the potato blight of the early 
1850s. During the same period, the United States 
experienced an economic boom, so that the most 
important destination for emigrants now became the 
United States, the land of opportunity. During this ti-
me, it was mainly craftsmen, traders and farmers from 
rural areas who left the country along with their fa-
milies. A temperate climate, vast undeveloped lands 
and a booming economy beckoned. Several gold 
rushes from 1848 to 1896 also attracted adventurers. 
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The last major emigration wave of the 19th century 
can be seen in the years 1880-1884. Since towards the 
end of the 1870s in North America there were signs 
of a recovery in the economic situation for the first 
time after the end of the Civil War (1861-65), which 
culminated in a boom in the 80s and at the same time 
the When the economic situation in Switzerland 
developed in the opposite direction, many Swiss 
decided to try their luck overseas. The sinking world 
market price for grain led to countless Swiss farmers 
being driven to ruin, as they were unable to keep up 
with foreign competition due to ongoing problems 
with the fragmentation of goods. 
On the other hand, the "Homestead Act", which came 
into force in the USA in 1862, significantly promoted 
settlement migration and the development of the 
national territory of the USA. Anyone over the age of 
twenty-one or the head of a family could purchase a 
piece of land for a symbolic price. After five years of 
cultivation, you automatically became the owner of 
this property. 
In the second half of the century, a new form of 
migration emerged that was no longer primarily 
characterized by flight from dire need. Now people 
who saw better job opportunities and social 
advancement for themselves overseas decided to 
emigrate – in a word: economic refugees! 
 
 
 
 

Mass emigration did not really start until the middle of the 19th century, when the USA and 
Australia became the main destinations. From 1851 to 1860 the exodus reached its first peak 
when around 50,000 people emigrated overseas during this decade. After a slight decline in 
the 1860s and 1870s, when 35,000 people left the country for overseas, the figure from 1881 
to 1890 was over 90,000. After that, the number of emigrants per decade leveled off at between 
40,000 and 50,000 before dropping to a few thousand in the 1930s. 
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Between 1820 and the beginning of the First World 
War in 1914, around 60 million people from Europe 
crossed the Atlantic towards America. The old con-
tinent dumped part of its population surplus in the 
New World. By far not all of them found the hoped-
for prosperity, and some penniless emigrants were 
already stranded in the port of destination. What is 
certain, however, is that this massive emigration for 
the regions of origin in Europe - in Switzerland from 
1850 these were namely the cantons of Graubünden, 
Ticino, Aargau, Schaffhausen and Valais - represen-
ted a noticeable relief. 

The Swiss emigration policy 

The cantons have different emigration policies. The 
canton of Aargau, for example, relied on an extremely 
active emigration aid, in contrast to the canton of St. 
Gallen, where emigration was neither forbidden nor 
officially supported. 

Rather, local communities - in contrast to the canton 
- often played a more active role. It's no wonder that 
the authorities in some communities did their best to 
encourage people to emigrate. The boundaries bet-
ween state-supported emigration and deportation 
were fluid. 

 



 

Since the local churches were responsible for caring 
for the poor, they often supported those who wanted 
to emigrate, for example by covering the travel 
expenses. Those on the fringes were encouraged to 
emigrate, it even happened that they were deported 
from the local communities and forced to emigrate. 
The communities often acted in their own interests, 
as they hoped that emigration would relieve the poor 
fund. Citizens who were particularly unable to work 
or who were criminals were often forced to emigrate 
by being expelled from the country. Quite a few of 
these unwanted people who were unable to work, 
sick or old died during the long crossing. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An active emigration policy was also pursued in the 
canton of Graubünden. Professional smuggler orga-
nizations not only advertised in Graubünden for an 
easy life on the distant continent. For the journey 
they often took the last money from those who 
wanted to emigrate and even received a commission 
from the home community. She was happy to have 
to support one less poor person. The municipal 
administrations began to promote such or similar 
practices and to regard them as a measure to abolish 
pauperism (mass poverty of the 19th century). 

The enticing prospects of the gentlemen of 'Ver-
gueiro&Comp.' in Brazil persuaded several commu-
nities to deport their needy in this way. And they 
were far from the only ones! At that time, many 
Swiss communities made travel advances to their 
families who were willing to emigrate, but often on 
the condition that all of the family's belongings were 
confiscated. 

 

 

The municipality of Fanas in Prättigau shows us an 
example of active emigration assistance. As the 
population steadily increased in the late 18th and 
19th centuries, livelihoods became increasingly 
scarce. For many residents, the only option left was 
to leave their homes. In 1855, the situation in the 
lower Prättigau had become so difficult that the 
Fanas community organized a major emigration to 
Brazil. 50 people followed this call and emigrated to 
Brazil under the leadership of the teacher Thomas 
Davatz. He wrote a diary, the original of which has 
been preserved, and impressively describes the 
difficult life of these emigrants. The municipality 
provided the group with 20,000 francs in the form of 
an advance as travel money, which was never 
repaid. 

Davatz actually wanted to emigrate to North Ameri-
ca first, but the official propaganda of the Brazilian 
government, which provided interest free travel 
advances and other benefits for two years, 
convinced the teacher Thomas Davatz and he finally 
decided to go to South America. However, the fact 
that these privileges had ceased to exist after 1855 
was not mentioned. 

Davatz then campaigned non-violently for the 
contractually guaranteed rights of the Swiss settlers 
in Brazil. However, since the conflicts could not be 
completely resolved, Davatz returned to Switzer-
land in 1857 and a year later wrote a report on the 
living conditions of the emigrants in Brazil. These 
statements caused a stir in Europe and had conse-
quences for German and Swiss emigration policy. 

                                

 

    Thomas Davatz  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   23.04.1815 in Fanas -                               
06.02.1888 in Landquart 

 

Officially ordered deportation 
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Life in the 19th century was really no picnic for most 
people. In addition to all the reasons mentioned, 
there were additional individual factors for the 
residents of Guscha that made many people leave 
Dörfli, and even leave Switzerland. As already 
mentioned, according to the decree of the city of 
Maienfeld in 1829, the Gu-schner had to pay Wuhr 
taxes, among other things. This income was used by 
the city to build and maintain the Rhine dams. At 
that time, the Rhine found its way towards Walensee 
at will, passing close to the town of Maienfeld and 
flooding the meadows and fields of the farmers 
when the water was high. In order to force it 
between the new Wuhre, the entire river had to be 
diverted and dammed in several places. But why 
should the Guschner people pay for something on 
the mountain, even if they could have done it that 
didn't benefit them? Although they belonged 
politically to the city of Maienfeld, they had no civil 
rights. Even if a Guschner lived in Maienfeld, he 
was not allowed to use the meadows to graze his 
cattle, as the case of Christian Just shows, who did 
exactly this at the end of the 19th century and was 
therefore fined CHF 2.70 was punished. But that too 
is another story, which I have already explained in 
detail in Chapter 2 of the book "The Golden Knife". 
Many Guschners, who felt their existence 
threatened, preferred to pack their bags before the 
middle of the 19th century and began preparing for 
the journey, although other major hurdles had to be 
overcome first. To leave the country, you needed an 
emigration permit and a passport or a certificate of 
residence and, of course, travel money. Then the so-
called invoice call had to be issued and published in 
the cantonal official gazette. Only then was the way 
clear for emigration. 

Public Notice 

Apparently it was not uncommon not to settle any 
existing debts when leaving home. In order to 
prevent the negative consequences of such a course 
of action, those wishing to emigrate had to notify 
their home communities of their intentions some 
time before departure so that the authorities could 
issue a so-called invoice call. This was published in 
the canton's official gazette in all Graubünden 
municipalities so that creditors knew about their 
debtor's imminent departure and so that outstanding 
bills could be collected. 

 

 

 

The travel arrangements 

Invoice call from Matthias Just-Flütsch; 
emigrated to the USA in April 1847 

Invoice call from Andreas Just-Zimmermann; 
emigrated to the USA in Sept. 1846 
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The news of a new, legendary country over the 
ocean spread like wildfire in Graubünden. In the 
middle of the 19th century, with the advent of the 
mass media, more and more newspapers came into 
being, simplifying and accelerating the procurement 
of information. A newspaper created specifically for 
those willing to emigrate, ‘Der Kolonist’ has been 
reporting weekly since 1851 with helpful informa-
tion and positive descriptions, thus contributing to 
the image of America as a land of plenty. 

During that time, the economic conditions in the 
USA were actually more favorable than those in 
Switzerland. For this reason, the hardships and 
dangers of the journey and the difficult start 
overseas were often downplayed or concealed, also 
with the intention of persuading as many people as 
possible to emigrate in order to relieve the poor 
coffers of the home communities. 

Positive reports in letters - which were sometimes 
gladly printed in the newspapers - from acquain-
tances and relatives made it easier for those affected 
to decide to emigrate and thus fueled further emi-
gration: 

 

 

 

But above all came the decision - In the 19th century, the decision to leave home and seek happiness 
abroad usually meant a final separation from family, relatives and friends, as well as a separation from 
familiar places, intense memories and habits . It was certainly one of the hardest and most painful 
moments to decide against the familiar old and in favor of something unknown and new. In contrast to 
today, where every city or every continent can be reached in a few hours' flight, the term decision meant 
a clear demarcation. 
 
 

Farewell to the emigrants - oil painting by Christian Ludwig Bokelmann 

The statement by Johannes Tobler, who left Appen-
zellerland for South Carolina in North America, 
illustrates how difficult it was to leave his homeland: 

"I thought it would be easier. Lord, this hour hurts. 
You hate to lose your mother. But it churns in the 
heart of the heart when one's homeland dies before 
one's eyes.»  

Pastor Samuel Mori from Bern wrote in 1885 from 
his new home in Kentucky/USA: 

«As you can well imagine, it is an extremely serious 
decision to leave your possessions, your long-
accustomed and loved city, your beautiful 
mountains and above all your homeland, probably 
never to return, then a be -to go through a difficult 
journey, finally to go to a country where everything 
is different. It takes a lot of courage and 
determination to do this, but even more trust in God 
and surrender." 

Due to the longing for a better life, those willing to 
emigrate took on the hardship of the journey. And 
so the journey into the unknown began with 
changing feelings - of melancholy and sadness, but 
at the same time with confidence, hope and joy in an 
unknown part of the world. 

 

Land of hope 
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Decision and Farewell 
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Even back then, newspapers (today social media, 
television, and the internet are also) were mani-
pulative tools. Failed emigrants rarely contacted 
those at home, and the newspapers avoided printing 
negatives from overseas. Proof that not all reports 
had to be credible is shown by the example of a 
group of emigrants lured to America by the author 
Rudolf von May. When they arrived at their desti-
nation, they found the situation even worse than at 
home. In that case, and probably in many others, a 
hard winter and depleted supplies caused great 
suffering overseas. 
 

Heinrich Huber's report 
 
In February 1844, Heinrich Huber, Wallenstadt's 
former municipal council clerk (at that time still 
written with two l's), was delegated by the 
municipality on Lake Walen to travel to America to 
find out what circumstances emigrants overseas 
were exposed to. After about 14 months he returned 
to Switzerland and in April 1845 felt it his duty to 
share his experiences with others to make it 
accessible to the public in his «Report on Emigration 
to America». It was particularly important to him 
that future emigrants could benefit from his 
experiences and advice. 
The 55-page report begins by describing the 
transport of Sargans to Le Havre, from where he 
embarked on the sea voyage in a three-master named 
'Dublin'. Huber described the navigation as not very 
difficult, since the weather was mostly fine and he 
was able to spend most of the voyage on the upper 
deck in the fresh air. Despite good conditions, the 
crossing to New Orleans took forty-four days. 
In his report, Huber primarily addresses the 
possibilities of cultivating the land. On several 
pages he describes in detail the advantages of animal 
husbandry, arable farming and winegrowing, the 
climate and beekeeping. He points out the 
requirements and compares them with Switzerland. 
His descriptions are mostly positive and you can tell 
he's passionate about North America. (Page 34) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"Since the incalculable meadows are free for every colonist to graze and mow, they give them the easiest 
means to carry out sheep and cattle breeding as extensively as they can ever wish, and thereby secure and 
productive ones to open a source of wealth." 
 
“The climate is temperate and healthy, the soil is fertile and easy to cultivate; everything you sow and plant 
thrives.» 
 
"In short, no part of America, and no country in the world, offers so many comforts and conveniences to the 
colonist who wishes to settle there as does this beautiful colony." 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

It is easy to imagine, even probable, that the 
Guschner emigrants were aware of Heinrich Huber's 
report from nearby Wallenstadt and that this 
influenced their decision about their future home. 
But the communities also banged their drums and 
the agents of the emigration agencies were out and 
about trying to persuade the undecided to emigrate, 
often with false promises. 

In addition to the situation at home, the perceived 
attractiveness of the destination country was of great 
importance for the decision to emigrate. So called 
pull factors are intended to induce people to emi-
grate to a certain place. Around 32 million people 
left Europe for the USA in the 19th century. 
Between 1850 and 1890, Germans made up the 
largest group among them. Initially, the Swiss state 
supported emigration, but later attempts were made 
to prevent this, since young workers in particular 
made the long journey. 

Two hundred years ago, if a decision had been made 
to move permanently overseas, those willing to 
emigrate were confronted with major organizational 
problems. In most cases, they had neither the 
necessary knowledge nor the appropriate contacts to 
plan the trip on their own. The ports for overseas 
trips such as Le Havre, Hamburg or Bremerhaven 
were far away abroad. At that time there were no 
airplanes, the railway network, if it existed at all, 
was very limited and was limited to connections 
between the big cities. Le Havre was only connected 
to the rail network in 1847, and just traveling with 
bag and baggage to the departure ports was then - in 
contrast to today - a challenge. 

So how does one get to America from Guscha in our 
story? Nowadays you go to a travel agency or, even 
easier, you book a suitable all-round arrangement 
from the comfort of your own home on the Internet, 
including full board and travel protection and 
cancellation insurance. But in the 19th century, 
these words weren't even known!                                                    
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Excerpt from Heinrich Huber's report on emigrating to America 



 

One of the top addresses in Switzerland was the 
"Swiss Emigration Company" founded in Basel in 
1834 by Andreas Zwilchenbart (1786-1866) and the 
"Swiss Emigration Institute Beck & Herzog" 
founded in 1848. In 1882 there were nine such 
agencies in Switzerland – six of them based in Basel 
alone. The emigration agencies not only sold their 
customers the ship tickets for the crossing to the 
New World, they also organized the journey to the 
port of embarkation and provided board and 
lodging. 

Andreas Zwilchenbart's agency, for example, had an 
office in New York and owned the "Grütli" hotel 
near the "Castle Garden" landing field. From 1850, 
Zwilchenbart used direct special trains for transport 
to the port of embarkation, whose timetable was 
coordinated with that of the ships. The agency at 
Basel train station was the first address for our 
emigrants, as shown by the existing travel contracts. 

Incidentally, the father of the company founder had 
been a pastor in Kilchberg. 
                         
     

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
No legal regulations 

 

Not infrequently there were so-called “black sheep” 
among the agents who wooed all over the country 
for those willing to emigrate. With tempting 
promises, dubious machinations and overpriced 
advance payments, they cheated the emigrants out 
of their little money and shipped them onto ships on 
which the conditions were similar to those of a slave 
ship. 

The activity of the agencies was initially - if at all - 
regulated by cantonal regulations. The federal 
government soon saw a need for action in view of 
the sometimes questionable practices. However, it 
was not until 1880 that federal law was enacted 
regarding the operation of emigration agencies. This 
laid down the requirements for the agencies and 
contained various specific provisions for the 
protection of emigrants, which particularly affected 
food, medical care and space on the ships. From the 
18th century to the beginning of the 20th century, 
the trip from hell tripped into a "package trip". 
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Agentur Zwilchenbart                            
at Centralbahnplatz in Basel  

As already mentioned, the emigration agencies, which sprang up like mushrooms in the second 
half of the 19th century, played a major role in organizing the trip. But just like among the 
mushrooms, there were some that were better left alone! 

–

dem Landeplatz ‘Castle Garden’ das Hotel

‘ ’
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III. Chapter 

Goodbye Guscha 



        

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ferry, which since late antiquity has ensured the 
Rhine crossing of the Reichsstrasse from the Lake 
Zurich area between Ragaz and Maienfeld for man, 
horse and carriage, crossed the Rhine, which at that 
time with Wuhren always became a new river-bed 
had been squeezed, but this was not always put up 
with. Exactly these Wuhren were for many Gusch-
ner a reason why they were now on their last hike. 
We continued on foot or by car to Sargans and then 
in the direction of Walenstadt. From there, the 
journey took a steamboat across Lake Walen. 
 
                       Lake Walen (Walensee) 

 
In the north the ‘Churfirsten’, in the south the ‘Keren-
zerberg’, in between lies the ‘Walensee’. The two 
mountain ranges form natural obstacles to convenient 
land transit traffic. The Alemanni did not understand 
the Rhaeto-Romanic language of the Walensee 
residents and called the lake 'Vualahsee', and Riva, as 
Walenstadt was called in the 9th century, 'Vualahsta-
de' - the Italian shore, which means: incomprehen-
sible, different. 'Vualahastade' became 'Vualastad' 
over time, then 'Wallastatt' and finally 'Wallenstadt'. 
It was not until 1956 that the place name was cor-
rected to today's Walenstadt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

III.  Chapter 

Goodbye home – the last hike 

             fter a tearful farewell to parents, siblings, relatives, friends and a last look back, the emigrants  
            usually set off on foot or they were lucky and were able to ride on a horse-drawn carriage that  
            temporarily had the same route. There have also been private stagecoach companies in Grau- 
bünden since 1823, the connections of which have been constantly expanded, especially over the Alpine 
passes. 
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Like all other Graubünden emigrants, the Guschners 
first had to get to Basel, because the city on the knee 
of the Rhine was the gateway to the ports of 
departure on the Atlantic, above all the city of Le 
Havre in France, from where most of the Guschner 
emirates left Europe. Since transport was not pos-
sible due to the 'non-existence' of airplanes or rail-
ways, only land or waterways remained. 
Well - from Guscha there were two possible travel 
routes to Basel. Either via the Luzisteig to Balzers 
and down the Rhine Valley to Lake Constance to 
Bregenz, because from there ships sailed to Constan-
ce and further down the Rhine to Basel, whereby the 
natural obstacle of the Rhine Falls had to be avoided 
at Schaffhausen. This route was popular with emi-
grants from Vorarlberg and southern Germany. 
The other possibility was the route via Lake Walen 
to Zurich and from there on to Basel. Most of the 
emigrants from the canton of Graubünden chose this 
route, as can be gathered from the available reports 
in diaries. So let's take a closer look at this path. 
Today it can be done in two hours, 170 years ago the 
route was like half a trip around the world! 
 
 
 
   

Steamboat "MINERVA" 1839 in the port of Wallenstadt 



 

Before 1848 there was no road link along the lake. 
You had to take the arduous detour via the 
Kerenzerberg if you didn't want to cross the water. 
The sea route has therefore played a major role since 
Roman times and was the most important travel and 
trade route well into the 19th century, getting from 
the Linth plain to Walenstadt and on to Graubünden. 
Numerous accidents and tragedies can therefore be 
found in the history of the lake. This was also the 
case in 1570, when on January 11th a ship loaded 
with salt and wine with 60 people and six horses on 
board got caught in a foehn storm and capsized. Only 
fourteen people were able to save themselves on the 
shore. Among the dead was one of my great-
ancestors, the then governor of Davos - 
Hans von Sprecher! 
 
            The beginning of steamship travel 

The project for a direct, end-to-end steamship con-
nection from Zurich to Wallenstadt had to be 
abandoned in 1834 for traffic reasons, but above all 
for political reasons. For the affected cantons of 
Zurich, Glarus, St. Gallen and Schwyz, revenue 
from customs and transit fees was the priority and no 
agreement was reached. Therefore, in 1836, a 
‘Aktiengesellschaft für die Dampfschifffahrt auf 
dem Wallensee’ was founded in Sankt Gallen with 
state aid. They immediately commissioned an iron 
ship from the Zurich company 'Caspar Escher'. The 
'LINTH ESCHER I' was used from September 4, 
1837 and offered space for 500 people. It was the 
first steamship built by Escher Wyss, and in 1839 the 
Wallensee company merged with the Zurichsee 
company to form the 'Vereinigte Dampfschiff-
Gesellschaft für den Zürich- und Wallensee'. 
 
As a first measure, the two steamships of the merged 
companies were exchanged. The 'MINERVA', 
which also had space for 500 people, came from 
Lake Zurich to Lake Walen and in return the 'LINTH 
ESCHER I' switched to Lake Zurich. The success of 
the new company was huge! 
The 'MINERVA' ran from May 20, 1839 to mid-
May 1848 and then under the name 'SPLÜGEN' 
until October 1859 once a day in transit on the 
Walensee between Wallenstadt and Weesen, 
without calling at other ports. The steamboat only 
stopped at the heights of Unterterzen, Murg and 
Mühlehorn to pick up mail and passengers who were 
brought to the ship on small rowing boats. 
Since there was no shipping connection on the Linth 
between Lake Walen and Lake Zurich, so-called 
express cars were used between the steamboat 
stations on the Weesen to Rapperswil route. 
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Express wagons (Eilwagen) were the predecessors 
of the more convenient and comfortable mail 
coaches and were mainly used to transport express 
mail. Initially without a top, people were also trans-
ported with it over the course of time. In 1830, for 
example, the journey from Chur over the Splügen 
Pass to Chiavenna, Como and on to Milan took more 
than 36 hours. 

Arrival in Zürich 

There were certainly also beautiful moments on the 
arduous journey. The travelers on Lake Zurich were 
able to enjoy the trip on deck when the weather was 
fine and admire the romantic landscape to their left 
and right with its lush meadows and beautiful 
houses. After a journey of several hours, the 
steamboat finally arrived in the port of Zurich. 

    

               Landing stage at Hechtplatz around 1845 

From Zurich there were two ways to get to Basel, 
because that's where the next stage led. Either you 
chose the land route, boarded the mail coach in 
Zurich and drove via Baden and over the Bözberg to 
Basel, or you stayed on the water. The route Walen-
see, Linth, Lake Zurich, Limmat, Aare, Rhine was 
an important national waterway until the roads and 
railways were built in the 19th century. Zurich 
functioned as a transshipment point, where goods 
were transhipped from seagoing ships with a draft to 
flat river boats that were suitable for low-water 
navigation. The landing stage at Hechtplatz was one 
of several piers in the city on both sides of the 
Limmat bank. There were others at Weinplatz, at the 
Kornhaus in front of Fraumünster, at Bauschänzli 
and at Schiffländeplatz. 

 

 



  

View from Walenstadt across Lake Walen towards Weesen. 
 

The Guschner emigrants already had the same sight in the middle of the 19th century. 
It was probably the last glimpse of the Walser's beloved mountains. The Churfirsten 
fall to the right and the Kerenzerberg to the left. In the background the Glarner Alps. 
They crossed Lake Walen from this point on the Minerva steamboat. 
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Since the 7th century, Basel was a bishopric whose 
divine rule lasted until the Reformation of 1529. 
Many a traveler may already have turned back at this 
point, but at the latest at the transatlantic departure 
ports! Either they were no longer sure of their cause, 
the hardships were too great or, as in most cases, 
they had no money left, having been robbed or 
cheated by shady characters at the beginning of their 
journey. But most of them moved on, and nothing 
more was heard from the others. 
In Basel, the emigrants from the small village of 
Guscha left Switzerland for good. 

 
Basel Minster with Munsterplatz, which is lined with 

many canons' houses 

At that time, Basel, together with Geneva, was one 
of the largest cities in Switzerland. In the first 
federal census of 1850, the population density was 
30,000 inhabitants (as of 2022: 202,000) and rose 
rapidly in the second half of the 19th century, when 
Basel became the largest industrial city in our 
country rise. The city of Zurich only surpassed Basel 
with over 120,000 inhabitants in 1893 with the 
incorporation of several outlying communities. 

 

The first railway line in Switzerland 
 
By 1840, a few hundred kilometers of railway tracks 
had already been built and were in operation in 
Switzerland's neighboring countries. But it didn't 
really work out for us. Disagreements about the 
route and disputes between the cantons about cross-
cantonal projects did not make things any easier. 
Contrary to the general assumption and history 
teaching at school that the first railway in Switzer-
land was the "Spanish Brötli Railway" from Zurich 
to Baden in 1847, the first ran three years earlier, on 
June 15, 1844 Train, driven by the «Napoléon» 
steam locomotive, from St. Louis in France across 
the Swiss border into the still provisional station in 
front of the city of Basel.  
A year and a half later, on December 11, 1845, the 
official opening of Switzerland's first railway station 
followed - long before the "Spanish Brötli 
Railway"! 
 
 

Five pairs of trains operated on the route daily. After 
the last train entered the city in the evening, the iron 
portcullis in the railway gate of the city wall was 
lowered by guards and opened again in the morning. 
 

What next? 
                                                                                 
It was only around 1850 that the emigration agency 
"Zwilchenbart" offered package deals with direct 
special trains from Basel to Le Havre. So it was out 
of the question for the earlier emigrants. 
One way to get from Basel to Le Havre back then 
was to take the stagecoach via Mühlhausen - Dijon 
- Paris. Another variant is offered by a letter from 
the two emigrants from Untervaz, Georg Krättli and 
Samuel Allemann, who dared to jump across the 
"big pond" together. From Basel they took the newly 
completed rail link to St. Louis and on to Strassburg, 
with the train stopping more than it ran, as they 
reported. They also noticed that most towns in 
Alsace end with '...heim'. Impressed by the new 
technology, they wrote home: 
 
"All the cattle of the Untervazer would not be able 
to pull as many wagons as the steam locomotive 
did." 
 
In Strasbourg they got to the Rhine with a 'Horse-
Omnibus', called 'Rösslitram' in Switzerland, where 
they boarded a steamship to Rotterdam. From there 
it went on to Le Havre for the transatlantic crossing 
to the USA. 
 

 
French omnibus in Paris in the middle                     

of the 19th century. 

  
Most Guschner emigrants left Europe in Le Havre. 
But there were others, such as Mathias Just-Flütsch, 
who set sail with his family from Antwerp in 1847 
on the ship ‘Charlemagne’. Jacob Just and his 
family's voyage to Australia began in 1855 in 
Dieppe, a port north of Le Havre. But we'll find out 
more about that later. (page 84) 

  

 

 

The old bishop city of Basel 



      

The sea voyage 

              nyone who thinks that the crossing was a romantic voyage will find themselves wrong, even if  
             Heinrich Huber described the voyage as 'little difficult' in his emigration report from 1845. No  
             wonder, because as a representative of the municipality of Wallenstadt he was also able to enjoy 
the 'luxury' of a cabin. But on the ships there was also a tween deck where the emigrants had to live for 
weeks under inhumane condition 
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Until the middle of the 19th century, the crossing to 
the new world took place with sailing ships. These 
required between thirty and eighty days for the route 
to America, depending on the wind and weather 
conditions, and many times longer to Australia. 
However, the steam sailing ships developed around 
1840, often erroneously called steamships, were not 
yet comparable to the great ocean giants of the 20th 
century. In principle, they were still sailing ships, 
which were only supported by auxiliary engines. 
This made it possible to continue sailing when the 
sea was calm and were sometimes used for 
maneuvering in the ports. This made more reliable 
timetables possible and the journey lengths were 
significantly reduced. 
Only from 1880, with the beginning of in-
dustrialization, there were steam-driven propeller 
drives. These ships sailed across the Atlantic in 
seven to ten days, which significantly improved 
travel comfort and cut travel times by weeks. 
 

The ships 

Actually, the sailing ships of that time were cargo 
ships that transported goods between America and 
Europe. The ships on the way overseas were loaded 
with hardware, salt, bricks, glass and textiles. How-
ever, the import of goods transported on the way 
back to Europe, such as cotton, tobacco, grain, beef 
and pork, was of much greater commercial impor-
tance. 
The shipping companies sensed a welcome addi-
tional business with the emigrants, and the demand 
gradually made the transport of passengers a 
separate line of business. They had a so-called tween 
deck installed on the ships between the upper deck 
and the hold, and the dual use of the ships for the 
transport of goods and people brought the shipping 
companies a good additional income. 
This often meant great deprivation for the passen-
gers on board, because permanently installed faci-
lities such as cabins or sanitary facilities would have 
reduced the loading space too much and were 
therefore simply left out. 
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Sparse light fell into the tween deck only through the 
few, small hatches and at the same time ensured 
little ventilation. On the wooden, two-storey bunks, 
which were intended for five people, there were only 
straw mattresses and each adult had space of almost 
half a meter and the children half. The room was 
divided into two areas, separated only by light 
curtains. On one side the women and children slept, 
on the other the men. The narrow aisle in between 
was cluttered with luggage, crates, trunks, bundles 
and duffel bags. There were no tables or benches to 
sit down. The confinement, the prevailing rest-
lessness and the screaming of children were present 
throughout the crossing, as were illnesses, heat, cold 
and the stuffy air. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
More comfort thanks to legal regulations 

 
Some provisions intended to regulate the transport 
of people were hesitantly enforced, also due to the 
federal laws and requirements for the emigration 
agencies of 1880. The height of the tween deck was 
initially set at 1.72 meters and later increased to 1.83 
meters. It became the rule that every emigrant, 
whether adult or child, was entitled to at least a bed. 
There was one toilet for every 50 passengers, and 
since the 1880s, a cook for steerage passengers, as 
well as tables and benches, had been standard on an 
Atlantic crossing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



            

It was only towards the end of the 19th century that ships were built exclusively for passenger 
transport, where washrooms, separate departments for families and groups as well as separate 
kitchens and sick rooms were also provided. Ships in the second half of the century, and 
especially steamships towards the end of the 19th century, were noticeably better equipped. 
Nevertheless, the journey was still an ordeal for the emigrants. While there was feasting and 
celebrations on the upper deck, people were crammed together in catastrophic conditions on 
the tween deck – the more, the better.  

…

Most reports, recorded in diaries or letters, begin 
with the date of the entry and the weather and, above 
all, the wind conditions. Whether there was a storm, 
calm or moderate wind, high or normal swell was of 
the utmost importance, because it decided how 
pleasant - or more appropriately - unpleasant the 
current situation on board was. When a violent 
storm raged, all the emigrants had to hold out in the 
steerage, often for days. People were crammed 
together in a very small space and it is obvious that 
physical fights also broke out. 
 

 
 
Theft and physical assaults among the passengers, 
as well as on the part of the crew members, were not 
uncommon. The cramped conditions, the constant 
restlessness, and depending on the season, the heat 
or cold as well as the stuffy air and the smell of tar 
used against bad odors in the sleeping quarters must 
have been unbearable. 
In addition, during the day there was a constant 
noise level from the screaming of children and from 
the lamenting and wailing, coughing and sneezing 
of fellow passengers, which also continued at night 
through individual intimate statements. 
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In stormy weather it could also happen that the 
crates on the steerage were thrown back and forth, 
even though they were nailed down with wooden 
blocks and the children in particular were injured as 
a result. During heavy rain, water penetrated the 
steerage deck, so that the passengers and their beds 
got wet and the blankets had to be dried on deck on 
sunny days. 
And the obligatory seasickness at the beginning of 
the journey continued to affect almost all passen-
gers. 
The German emigrant Heinrich Georg, who dared 
to make the crossing with his eight-year-old son on 
the schooner ‘Besta’ in 1852, wrote in his diary: 
 
«At 7 p.m. there was a situation that can be expe-
rienced, but cannot be described. – …the other 200 
passengers, all in the same room, now began to 
ruthlessly get rid of all the food they had on their 
bodies, there were pictures, performances, 
splashing, wailing and uncleanliness to such an 
extent Exactly that I had to vomit once in disgust.» 
 

The Catering 
                                                                                     
At the time when the first Guschner Walser traveled 
across the Atlantic, the emigrants still had to largely 
prepare their own meals on the few stoves available 
on the ships. Cooking turned out to be a constant 
problem for the women, as there were not enough 
cooking places on the upper deck. Those who could 
not fight for a stove every day with a lot of energy 
had to do without warm food.  
 
 
 
 
 

Conditions on board 



    

 

Heinrich Georg wrote in his diary: 
 
«It is very difficult to cook when the weather is bad 
and there are strong fluctuations, and it is then left 
to the most skilful men, who often find that when they 
think they have finished their meal, someone else 
moves their kettles out of sheer mischief or hangs, 
causing her laboriously prepared food to roll onto 
the deck and fall into the dirt.» 
 
One reads such and similar stories again and again 
in the emigration reports. It was solely due to the 
good will of the captain and the discipline of the 
emigrants to organize cooking groups for certain 
times of the day. 
Especially in the first few years of the crossing, the 
food often ran out before the end of the voyage, and 
the people on board had to starve. The shipping 
companies were usually to blame for this, as they 
miscalculated the food per passenger or deliberately 
set very low consumption in order to save costs. 
The food on board was correspondingly meager 
given the circumstances and consisted mainly of 
thin soup, peas and lentils, ship's biscuit and dried 
fruit. Perishable goods such as fresh fruit or meat 
were only available at the beginning of the journey, 
as there were no refrigeration facilities. Only freshly 
caught fish offered variety - if you caught any. 
 
 
 
 

Cooking area on the upper deck. Until the middle of the 19th century, the emigrants had to cook 
for themselves. It was not until around 1880 that a ship's cook was standard on board a ship. 
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Hygienic situation 
 
The lack of washing facilities sometimes led to cata-
strophic hygienic conditions with serious conse-
quences for the health of the people on board. There 
were only a few toilets, people washed themselves 
with sea water from barrels. 
Diseases such as cholera, typhoid or mouth rot were 
therefore not uncommon, and the confinement on 
board favored the spread of epidemics among the 
emaciated passengers within a few days. Due to the 
monotonous and low-vitamin food, or the malnut-
rition, there was above all the danger of scurvy, 
which was feared by seafarers. The disease had 
sometimes wiped out half a ship's crew. Skorput 
causes bleeding in the mouth and stomach and 
occasionally ulcers.  
An unknown author describes in 1806 how the 
illness manifested itself in him: 
 
«By September 6th the scurvy in my mouth had 
reached its peak; Teeth, gums, tongue, everything 
was burnt black and the teeth were completely 
useless. Few and bad medicines and an even worse 
surgeon were available; However, it did not last 
more than 44 days, I had rashes all over my body, 
and here and there bruises appeared.» 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An average of ten percent of all travelers are said to have died during the crossing. A crossing of the 
"Leibnitz" from Hamburg to New York gained notoriety. 
From November 1, 1868 to January 21, 1869, 105 passengers died of cholera, the remaining 300 survivors 
reached the destination in deplorable condition. Locals gave the immigrant ships the ominous nickname 
"coffin ships" (Sargschiffe) after the incident. 
 
The ship as a place of residence served merely as a means to an end, to get from a place of bondage, poverty, 
confinement and painful farewells to an imaginary place of longing, a place of a better life and a happy 
future. 
At that time Graubünden was the old home for the Guschners. There was no new home (yet) and so they 
found themselves with all the other passengers, a motley crew, consisting of men, women and children of 
all ages, from all social classes and professional groups, different nationalities and religious affiliations, in 
an intermediate state. 
Of course, the sea voyage of the emigrants is a transitional phase and this can basically be divided into three 
sections: 
 
- In the separation phase, the emigrants leave their old state, their homeland. 
- In the threshold or conversion phase, they are on the journey between old and new. 
- During the integration phase, reintegration takes place in the new home country. 
 
The above explanations should have made it clear what problems the passengers in the steerage had 
to contend with and which challenges they had to overcome. There was not much left of the seafaring 
romance that is often sung about, even if there were demonstrably beautiful moments on the ships. 
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IV. Chapter 

The Emigrants 
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  IV.  Chapter 

The emigrant list 

           n the large book of the 1850 census, which is located in the Graubünden State Archives in Chur,  
           the names and years of birth of those people who had left the canton by that year to emigrate ab- 
           road are listed. Altogether forty-six names of men, women and children who were citizens of 
Guscha are mentioned. It was the last time their names were registered in Switzerland. But names alone 
were not enough for me. I wanted to know where they moved to and what their new life looked like – 
far away from their ‘Walserdörfli’, which their ancestors had founded a long time ago. 
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The first to be mentioned is Anna Gelb-Müller, born in 1806 with her children Johannes (*1824), Agnes 
(*1826) and Christian (*1827). Although the Gelb family was a citizen of Guscha, they had probably never 
lived up on the village. The family emigrated to Italy without the father, we don't know why, and I haven't 
found any traces of the family Gelb either, in complete contrast to the second family on the list:  
Riederer-Senti! 
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