GERMANS CAME FROM OBERNBURG IN BAVARIA TO NEW SETTLEMENT HERE; FR. ROESCH, FIRST PASTOR, LEFT A COMMPLETE RECORD.


By Charles S. Hick
   Any person reading last week’s installment would wonder how it happened so many of the early German Catholic settlers should happen to come from the one small village in German Bavaria by the name of Obernberg.  There must have been a reason, economic or otherwise.  Quite probably it will never be known what the moving force was that caused the emigration out of Europe to America.  It’s very likely that Father Roesch knew and presumably it was common knowledge among these settlers.  Some of them must have brought some wealth with them from the other side.  For such the reason could hardly have been one of economy.  It is true there was considerable social unrest in the German states.  There was no democracy as we know it but everywhere the school system was good and a fine system of universities had developed.  In these the university men discussed and studied the “American Experiment.” so-called.  I must be remembered that the United States of America was still a young nation.  These studies and discussions extended beyond the universities into the hinterland and the result was a deep interest in America and also a desire that the homeland should adopt the ways of government that prevailed in America.  This latter brought on the so-called Revolution of 1848 in the German states.  The powers that governed eventually learned of this interest that existed among the people in the “American Experiment” and proceeded to crush it.  A great many of the best intellects found it wise to leave the German states and brought to our shores such men as Franz Siegel and Carl Schultz.  Some of the men that came to this community held doctor’s degrees from German universities.  What I have said above will serve to explain in part why these people came from Obernburg, Bavaria, to Obernburg in the town of Fremont, Sullivan County, New York

Complete Written Record

   Below, I give a continuation of Father Roesch’s written record left by him.  He mentions “parish of Callicoon.”  It must be remember that this refers to the town of Callicoon.  The church to which he refers was built two miles north of Jeffersonville near where Alfred Wahl now lives.  The acre of land is still owned by the church and there is a cemetery on it. 

 Father Roesch wrote:

“In regard to Church Affairs”

   “To the neighboring parish of Callicoon, a Catholic priest came occasionally.  A Catholic man, Frank Breiner, from Arienbach in Rhenish Bavaria, sold an acre of land to the Catholic Church, whereupon with especial help from this parish a church was built there.  In the year 1852 here also a wooden (frame) chapel was built and a Catholic missionary, Right Reverend John Raufelsen (born near Lindau in Bavaria) came here four times a year (quarterly) to conduct services.  He resided in Ellenville in Ulster County, N.Y.

   However, since the infrequent divine worship together with the great distance of the priest, with the impossibility of spiritual help in cases of sickness, and the instruction of the children in the public schools, without religion, did not satisfy the parish, they, therefore, requested a priest for themselves with a promise to provide for his support in keeping with this position.  As a result of this request, I, Joseph Roesch, born in Portschack, near Volkermarkt, bishopric: Lavant, Duchy of Corindlia, Austrian Empire, was sent here as missionary by the Right Reverend John Raffeiner, Vicar General of the Most Reverend John Hughes, Archbishop of New York and arrived here at the end of August and held the first Divine worship., September 3, 1854, whereupon the hymn “Holy God We Praise Thy Name” was sung earnestly and solemnly.  Written in my own hand by me, Joseph Roesch, priest of the Holy Roman Catholic Church, missionary.

1864

Pope—His Holiness Pope Plus IX, Archbishop of New York:  The Most Reverend John Hughes

Bishop of Lavant:  The Most Reverend Anton Martin Slomsbek

German Vicar of New York:  Right Reverend John Raffeiner

First Missionary residing here and Priest:  Joseph Roesch.

   My brother, George Roesch, missionary in Foster’s Meadow, Long Island.”

   Note:--Father Roesch must have been moved emotionally when the parish joined in singing the hymn at the first mass he said in Obernburg.  This was shared by his parishioners on this occasion.
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St. Mary’s Church at Obernburg is ready to celebrate its centennial.  This is an event in which all of Sullivan County has an historic interest.  It marks the beginning of a Catholic parish within Sullivan County.  The mass immigration of Germans into the lands of western Sullivan County in the latter part of the 1840-1850 decade brought many Catholics.  These people came from a land where the ministrations of the church were a part of their daily lives.  Upon reaching the wilds of America in Sullivan County they sorely missed the functioning of the church.  Eventually the settlers around Obernburg were visited four times a year by a Catholic priest, Rev. John Raufeisen, residing at Ellenville in Ulster County.  This was unsatisfactory to the Catholics at Obernburg and they petitioned Archbishop John Hughs of New York to assign them a priest to live among them.  In answer to this petition, the Archbishop sent them a young missionary priest, Father John Roesch, recently arrived from Austria.

Left Historical Records

   This young priest must have been a moat competent and highly educated man as the records he left behind him indicate.  These records were meticulously written and carefully assembled even to the minutest detail and give information about the early settlers, in most cases lost to the families themselves, but of great historic value.

   His jurisdiction covered much of Sullivan County and part of Delaware County adjoining.  The eastern part of Sullivan County continued under the priest in Ellenville in Ulster County.

   Father Roesch’s task must have been a very difficult one and one that taxed his physical strength.  Looking back over the years it makes one marvel how he accomplished all the work he did.  He carried his vestments and other supplies he needed as he walked to the places he visited in the exercise of his priestly duties.  He never had a horse.  He visited Jeffersonville regularly where a mission had previously been established by the Ellenville priest.  He built a new church at Jeffersonville, another at Narrowsburg and still another at French Woods in Delaware County.

No Highways Existed

   It must be remembered that road and travel conditions of a hundred years ago were far different than they are today.  The roads were little more than trails.  Few of the settlers had horses and if they did they had anything but farm wagons in but a few instances.  Yet records show that the O’Meara family living hear Black Lake in the town of Bethel buried its dead in the consecrated grounds of the Obernburg Cemetery and the Scullin family living at Beaverkill, then the largest settlement in the town of Rockland, had their babies baptized at Obernburg.  The Scullin family carried its babies to Obernburg.  How the dead of the O’Meara family were brought o Obenburg is not known.

   Father Roesch left behind him an “Introduction” as he has entitle it, written in German script by his own hand during the early years of his stay in Obernburg.  This gives clearly and concisely the beginnings of St. Mary’s of Obernburg.  This is a document of great interest and even greater value.  We hope to give this to our readers.
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   Below I give a translation of the notes written by Father Joseph Roesch, first pastor of the Obernburg Church.  It should be noted that he uses the name “Immaculate Conception of the Most Blessed Virgin Mary.  Today the name of the parish is known as St. Mary’s.  Presumably it has never been officially changed but merely shortened by usage.

   Another fact that gets your attention is that so many of the early settlers came from a village named Obernburg in the German Kingdom of Bavaria.  At the time there was no German Empire.  The name Obernburg was very probably selected by Fr. Roesch for the settlement.  There was no post office here until about 1880.  The settlers at Obernburg had to go to Fremont Center for their mail.  Documents issued by the church, such as baptismal certificates, gave the post office address of the church as Fremont Center.

   It appears that his brother, Rev. George Roesch, came from Austria with him and had been located at Foster’s Meadow on Long Island.

   Given below is the translation of Fr. Roesch’s records: 

   Catholic Parish of the Immaculate Conception of the Most Blessed Virgin Mary at Obernburg, Town of Freemont, Sull. Co., State of New York.

Joseph Roesch, Priest

INTRODUCTION

   In the year 1846 this entire region was still almost a dense forest only here and there an American family was making a miserable living.  There was at that time no railroad, no tannery, no grist mill or saw mill.  Into the forest there came in the winter of 1847 the first Catholic settlers, built log cabins for themselves from the felled tree trunks, chopped down the trees, set fire to the branches, brush and twigs, then with enormous effort dragged together in big piles the left over tree trunks and destroyed them by burning.  Thus clearings were formed, meadows, fruitful fields, and small gardens.  To be sure, at first, orchards were out of the question; only gradually small fruit trees were brought from other neighborhoods.

   Since this report is only concerned with the German speaking Catholic settlers, the first settlers are recorded here.

   There came in 1847:  Bolthasser Weber and wife, Anna Mary (Knobel) from Abernburg, district Aschaffenburg, bishopric Wurzburg, Kingdom of Bavaria.

   Michael Anton Hoffman and wife Barbara (Krebs) from Klein-Wohlstadt near Obernburg in Bavaria.

   Anton Schneider from Elsenfeld near Obernsburg in Bavaria.

   Ignatz Dietrich from Oos, Baden.

   Joseph Wegmann from Buntenthal in Rhenish Bavaria and wife Veronica (Dilger) fro Obernaih in Wurtenburg.

   In 1848, the brothers, John and Peter Rutz from Weselberg, government Pirmasenz, in Rhenish Bavaria.

   In 1849, John Herbert and wife Gertrude (Kornflen) Bavaria.

   Michael Sator from Upper Aidenbach, near Obernburg in Bavaria, in December 1851 married Margaret Fischer from Elsenfeld, in Bavaria.

   1850, Fridolin (in American, Frederick) Baudendistel from Mosbach, near Augsburg in Bavaria and wife Helene (Federic) from Gainshurst in Baden.

   Jacob Farber and wife Mary Anna (Keck) Bavaria.

   Phillip Deckelmann, from Obernburg and wife Eva (Laubender) from Weissach in Bavaria.

   1851 Karl Brustmann from Pren. Bisch Pohlen and wife Elizabeth (Werther) from Nassau.

   Frank Engert and wife, Margaret (Salendar) from Volbach near Wurzburg in Bavaria.

   Henry Hirsch from Dorman near Aschaffenburg, in October 1851 married here to Katharine (Neumeyer) from Holsbach in Baden.

   Philip Kimmes for Hessen-Dormstadt.
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