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On 26th October, a Catholic who opposed the Nazis will be beatified in Linz: Franz Jägerstätter, an Austrian farmer. He was born in 1907, the illegitimate son of a farmer’s maid, Rosalie Huber. His parents were too poor to marry, and his natural father was killed in World War I. 

His home village of Sankt Radegund (pop. 500) lies by the River Salzach, north of Salzburg in Upper Austria, hard by the Bavarian frontier. For seven years he attended the village school, where one teacher taught 70 children in a single room.

In 1917 his mother married Heinrich Jägerstätter, a small farmer, who legally adopted Franz. A troublesome youngster, he joined a local gang and got into fights. 


However, his grandfather was a bookish man and the interest in reading rubbed off. Franz would later tell his godson that reading and informing oneself was very important: "People who don't read will never be able to stand on their own feet and will all too easily become a football for the opinions of others." 

At the age of 20, Franz moved away to work in the Steiermark iron ore mines. He went through a religious crisis. Three years later he returned with the first motorbike in the village and a deeper faith.


This did not prevent him fathering an illegitimate daughter, Hildegard, in 1933. The mother, Theresa Auer, said, “We split up peacefully, he asked my forgiveness.” He appears to have paid maintenance to Theresa and remained on good terms with his child.

The turning point in his life was his marriage with Franziska Schwaninger, a farmer’s daughter from a neighbouring village. At Franz’s suggestion, the newly-weds travelled to Rome for their honeymoon, in an era when even city Austrians rarely ventured abroad. Soon after his marriage he became a member of the Third Order of St. Francis. At home they prayed together and read the Bible. “We helped each other further in the Faith,” said Franziska. 

By 1940 they had three little girls. “I had never imagined that being married could be so beautiful,” remarked Franz. He was something of a “New Man” before his time - the first husband in the village to take his children out in a pram!

Like all the villagers, his life was that of a peasant farmer. He also took on the duties of sexton in the village church, although often he would decline the customary offerings for arranging funerals and prayer services. Life was not easy, but he was generous to the poor.  

In neighbouring Germany, the Nazi propaganda machine had taken over the state. In 1934 Nazi agents assassinated the Austrian Chancellor Dolfuss, of the Christian Social Party, who opposed them. His successor, the Catholic Schuschnigg, bitterly resisted Nazi attempts to annex Austria. 


Nazism had its fifth columnists within Austria. Franz stopped going to the local tavern because he ended up in fights over politics with the Nazis. Whenever greeted with the “Heil Hitler” salute, he would respond “Pfui Hitler!” i.e. “Shame!” or “Boo!” 

His spiritual sense of purpose was toughening up. He wrote to a godchild: "I can say from my own experience how painful life often is when one lives as a halfway Christian; it is more like vegetating than living." He added a poignant line: 


"Since the death of Christ, almost every century has seen the persecution of Christians; there have always been heroes and martyrs who gave their lives — often in horrible ways — for Christ and their faith. If we hope to reach our goal some day, then we, too, must became heroes of the faith."


In 1938 the Nazis marched into Austria and annexed it. A referendum followed: German soldiers stood by the urns. Some opponents of the Anschluss were taken to concentration camps.


Franz refused to vote. In a strange dream he had seen streams of children and adults rushing to climb on a beautiful shining ultra-modern train, circling a mountain. A disembodied voice said sharply: “This train is going to hell.” There followed a vision of frightful sufferings in purgatory. He interpreted the train to be the NSDAP, the Nazi party. 


“I believe that what took place in the spring of 1938 was not much different from what happened that Holy Thursday 1,900 years ago when the crowd was given a free choice between the innocent Saviour and the criminal Barabbas.”

In the village of St Radegund nobody wanted to be mayor, because it might mean collaboration with the Nazi authorities. Franz also refused. Finally one local farmer agreed, rather than have an outside commissioner imposed. 


Franz declined all contact with the Nazis, even to the extent of refusing family assistance grants and emergency aid for damage to the farm after a storm.


Local resistance was tenacious. When one woman denounced ten critics of the regime to the Gestapo, the letter never reached them. The postmistress took it to the mayor, who “lost” it. The parishioners stood four-square behind their parish priest, Fr Karobath, when he was imprisoned for a seditious sermon in 1940.

Heavy Gestapo pressure on local clergy led to numerous imprisonments and some murders of priests. 8 out of 12 priests were jailed in the local Deanery of Ostermiething, several of them friends of Franz. 

In summer 1940 Franz was called up for military training and sworn in to the Wehrmacht. However the mayor managed to have his occupation listed as “indispensable” and in April 1941 he returned home.

He announced privately that he would refuse any future conscription. "What Catholic can dare to say that these raids which Germany has carried out in several countries, and is still carrying out, constitute a just and holy war?" 


In his judgement, fighting for Hitler was a matter of personal guilt and serious sin. He had long discussions with a cousin who was a Jehovah’s Witness. Despite strong theological disagreements, he respected their stand against service to Hitler. 


The attack against Stalin’s USSR did not ease his conscience, although many Catholics saw the crusade against Bolshevism as a justifiable war. His mother tried to alter his stance, which she saw might lead to his arrest and death. Franziska perhaps did not share his convictions, but she supported him: "If I had not stood by him, he would have had no one".

The anti-Christian character of Nazism was becoming ever clearer.  In 1941 Franz learnt of the fate of the handicapped in a nearby castle at Hartheim, which had been designated a euthanasia facility under Aktion T-4.

He prayed, fasted and consulted various priest friends. They urged him to consider his family, his three little daughters. He could obey legitimate authority without sin. God would judge the politicians and leaders, not the ordinary soldiers in this war. But Franz could not accept the excuse of “I was only obeying orders.”  "Who dares to assert that only one person among the German people bears the responsibility in this war?" 

He consulted Bishop Joseph Fliesser of Linz, who said that it wasn’t Franz’s responsibility as father of a family to decide whether or not the war was just. The bishop feared Franz might be a Nazi spy, so he dared not speak openly. The Gestapo had already searched every presbytery in the diocese for soldiers’ letters.

Franz’ call-up papers arrived on 1st March 1943. He declared that for religious reasons he could not fight, he could not be Nazi and Catholic at the same time. He was ready to do non-combatant service. He was imprisoned for two months in the Linz military prison before transfer to Berlin Tegel. The sense of isolation was crippling, but from the chaplain, Fr Kreutzberg, he learnt that one year earlier, a Pallottine priest, Franz Reinisch, had taken the same conscientious stand and been executed. 


The Eucharist, the Bible and a picture of his children were his greatest support. The tribunal sentenced him to death and transferred him to Brandenburg/Havel prison. He knew he could "change nothing in world affairs," but he wished "to be at least a sign that not everyone let themselves be carried away with the tide". 

On 9th August 1943 at 4 pm he was guillotined. That evening Fr Jochmann, the chaplain, told some nuns: "I can say with certainty that this simple man is the only saint I have ever met in my lifetime." “To the end … Franz’ eyes shone with joy and confidence, his face full of peace.”  




 Fr Jochmann discovered from the crematorium superintendent where Franz’ urn was buried. The nuns planted flowers there, and after the war brought his ashes back to St Radegund, to be buried by the church wall on the third anniversary of his death. 

St Radegund lies within the district of Braunau-am-Inn, Hitler’s birthplace: what a contrast! Dictators die, but martyrs live.

Franziska continued to serve as sacristan in the church for thirty years. Now she is 94 years old and has 14 grandchildren and 16 great-grandchildren. “It was a long Good Friday, but I think that now I am already nearer to Easter.”


In Franz’ words: 


"Just as the man who thinks only of this world does everything possible to make life here easier and better, so must we, too, who believe in the eternal Kingdom, risk everything in order to receive a great reward there. Just as those who believe in National Socialism tell themselves that their struggle is for survival, so must we, too, convince ourselves that our struggle is for the eternal Kingdom. But with this difference: we need no rifles or pistols for our battle, but instead, spiritual weapons--and the foremost among these is prayer.... Through prayer, we continually implore new grace from God, since without God's help and grace it would be impossible for us to preserve the Faith and be true to His commandments.... 


"Let us love our enemies, bless those who curse us, pray for Those who persecute us. For love will conquer and will endure for all eternity. And happy are they who live and die in God's love."
