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Background Knowledge: Life in the Ore

Mountains before Carl

A compact overview of everyday life, work and dependencies in the Ore Mountains before Carl’s birth in

1762.

Why This Background Knowledge?

Carl Stilpner was born in the Ore Mountains in 1762. But his story does not begin in an empty world. People
in the region had long lived with hard work, limited supplies, dues and a landscape that demanded much from
them — but also provided work and raw materials. Anyone wishing to understand Carl’s later decisions should

first look at the Ore Mountains before his birth.

A Landscape That Shaped Everyday Life

The Ore Mountains are a low mountain region with long winters, higher elevations and soils that did not
make farming easy everywhere. Many families had to combine different ways of earning a living: a small piece
of land, livestock, forestry, crafts or work connected with mining. Winter supplies were important. A poor

harvest or sharply rising food prices could quickly put families in hardship.

Mining — Work Below and Above Ground

Mining shaped the Ore Mountains for centuries. Miners mainly searched for ores — rocks from which metals
can be extracted. Mining did not only mean working underground. Timber, water, carts, tools, smelting
works and many crafts were also needed. This created settlements, routes and occupations. At the same

time, the work remained hard and dangerous.

Farming, Forests and Daily Work

Not everyone in the Ore Mountains was a miner. Many people lived from farming, forestry, crafts or a
mixture of these. Children helped from an early age, as far as their age and strength allowed. Water had to be
fetched, animals cared for, wood gathered and food processed or preserved. Much of what is bought today

had to be made, grown, collected or exchanged by the families themselves.

Not Everyone Could Decide Freely

Society was far more unequal than it is today. Power, property and rights were distributed unevenly.

Depending on place and personal status, people could be obliged to pay dues or perform services. Forests,
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hunting, land and other rights of use were not simply available to everyone. Rules were set by the authorities

and could directly shape daily life. Poor families had particularly little room for manoeuvre.

What Did Dues and Services Mean?

Dues were payments people had to make, for example in money or in kind. Payments in kind included goods
such as grain or other produce. Services meant that labour could be required. The exact obligations varied by
region and legal status. We should therefore not assume that everyone in the Ore Mountains lived under

exactly the same conditions.

Hunger Was Not a Constant Normality — but It Was a

Real Danger

Daily life was not constantly defined by hunger. But many households had few reserves. Crop failures, wars,
illness or rising prices could therefore have serious consequences. Families depended heavily on whether
enough food was available and affordable. Such crises help explain why food supplies and provisions

repeatedly play an important role in the stories about Carl.

War Also Affected People Far from the Battlefield

For civilians, war was not only about battles. Soldiers had to be housed and supplied, food and animals could
be requisitioned, roads became unsafe and trade more difficult. Families who were not fighting themselves

could still be directly affected. When Carl was born in 1762, the Seven Years’ War was still under way.

The People of the Ore Mountains: Adapt, Invent, Carry
On

The difficult conditions tell not only of hardship, but also of skill and adaptability. People harnessed water
power, developed mining and craft techniques, worked wood and metal and repeatedly found new ways to
earn a living. Precisely because the region demanded so much of its inhabitants, experience, cooperation and

ingenuity were especially valuable.

How Does This Help Us Understand Carl?

e Poverty and insecurity were not abstract ideas; they could directly determine a family’s everyday
life.

e Forests, hunting and land were governed by rights and restrictions — they were not simply free for
everyone to use.

e Children grew up early in a world of work and responsibility.
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e  War could reach a family even when no battle took place on its doorstep.
e Carl’s later life is easier to understand when we know the social and economic conditions of his

home region.

For Discussion with the Class

e  What work did families have to do themselves then that is often done today by machines, shops or
services?

e  Why could a poor harvest be especially dangerous for a poor family?

e What does it mean for people when they can see forests or game but are not free to use them?

e What skills did people need to cope with difficult conditions?

Important for Historical Context

The Ore Mountains were neither one vast area of hardship nor did everyone live in the same way. Living
conditions varied according to place, occupation, property, family and period. This sheet describes typical
connections that help place Carl’s world in context. Specific rights, duties and living conditions for particular

places and people must be checked against historical sources.
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