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THE second part of the 15th

century, which marked the
approaching end of the Middle
Ages, was a time of great turmoil,
of war and disease — the Black
Death — and of affluence and
poverty. While the wealthy
families, the noblemen and
sovereigns — members of the
Church, bishops, abbots and pre-
lates not excluded — indulged in
excessive luxuries and exquisite
tastes in dress, food, drink and
sex, the poor died of hunger and
disease, were exposed to cruel
punishment, torture, inquisition
and inhuman executions.

No wonder that many people
in those days expected the end of
the world to be imminent. It
looked not unlike our own time,
the second half of the 20th
century, with its grave problems
of social unrest and its fear of
total nuclear destruction.

After the victorious war against
the Duke of Burgundy, Charles
the Bold, in the three battles of
Grandson, Murten and Nancy,
the Confederation of Swit-
zerland rose toithe height of its
military and political power.

It had won the admiration and
respect of neighbouring rulers,
had gained great wealth in booty
and trade and was looked upon
with considerable fear for its
army. But inside it was very brittle,
divided and torn. The wealthy
towns were in bitter opposition to
the rural communities, economic
and political interests in the
South (Italy) and the West
(Savoy) clashed and tore the
communities apart.

The quarrel came to the peak
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when Fribourg and Solothurn
applied to join the Federation. At
the Diet (Tagsatzung) of Stans in
1481 the delegates came toge-
ther to find a solution to the
different problems, but there was
no answer to the bitter argu-
ments. On December 22, when
the delegates were on the point
of parting to decide the issue by
force of arms or by foreign inter-
vention, a peace formula was
found in an emergency session. It
was the work and influence of
one man, the hermit in the Ranft,
Nikolaus von der Flie.

Though he never came to the
meeting personally, his influence
and advice was a constant fea-
ture. Not less than seven official
messages from him are recorded,
as well as several special envoys
to the Rantft.

Diepold Schilling mentions in

his chronicles that the delegates
were already in different inns for
a final drink when the parish
priest of Stans, Heimo am Grund,
a friend of Nikolaus, after a night
spent at his hermitage in the
gorge of the Melchaa, called
them back to the council hall to
consider the last message from
the “holy man.”

We do not know what this
message was. But after the meet-
ing peace was restored.

Fribourg and Solothurn were
accepted to join the Federation
with limited rights. Expansion was
accepted with restraint. The
churchbells of Stans began to
ring, were taken up by other
churches and spread the happy
news in a short time all over the
confederate countryside.

Who was this man, Nikolaus
von der Flie, and why did he

exercise such influence and
political wisdom? How was it pos-
sible that he, during the difficult
years of the Reformation,
decades after his death, was held
in such deep respect by Protes-
tants and Catholics alike? What
was the secret that enabled a man
who could not read and write to
formulate the basic principles of
Swiss international politics in
such concise sentences that they
became obvious to anybody who
listened to them? Gems such as:
“Do not make the fence too
wide,” or “Do not get mixed up in
foreign quarrels.” There is an
astonishing simplicity in his
words, a simplicity which seems
so strange to us today.

Nikolaus was the first son of
Henry von der Fliie, a rich land-
owner of Wolfenschiessen in
Canton Obwalden. He inherited
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a large property above Sachseln,
where he built his home. It is still
intact and restored to nearly its
original design.

To this estate two alps had
been added, the “Melchi”’- and
the “Klisterli”’-Alp, where he kept
his cattle during the summer. The
size of his property suggests that
he kept about 30 head of cattle,
which was a considerable wealth
in those days.

The young farmer married
Dorothea Wyss, a local girl of
about 14, who grew into a
courageous, understanding and
healthy mother of five sons and
five daughters.

His common sense and excep-
tional honesty soon won him the
confidence of the people in the
valley who elected him a local
councillor, a justice of peace and
a guardian of the banner. In the

From the World Chronicle by Hartmann Schedel, 1493

army he was captain or band-
leader (Rottmeister). He was
offered the highest dignity of the
canton, that of mayor (Land-
ammann), but he declined.

His military and political life
was very active and successful
and in great contrast to many of
his colleagues since he abhorred
intrigue and was held in greatest
respect for his unbribable sense of
justice and integrity. This caused
him many a hidden enemy.

A The seal used by
Nikolaus von der
Fliie

Though he had a deep respect
for his church and a cordial rela-
tionship with his parish priest, this
did not prevent him from con-
ducting a law suit against some of
his privileges, which he found
unfair to poor farmers. He even
went to law against the powerful
monastery of Einsiedeln.

With great concern he
observed the ever growing
tendency of young Swiss to sell
their courage and military skill as

mercenaries to foreign powers
and did whatever he could to
hinder it. His political wisdom and
influence stood entirely in the
service of keeping and restoring
peace.

Such a man was no comfort
for unscrupulous politicians and
landlords, and many a soldier in
his band could begrudge the in-
tegrity of his captain and
guardian of the banner, who
would not tolerate neither cruelty
not looting directed against inno-
cent civilians, churches and
monastries, a practice laid down
by the Swiss since the battle of
Sempach but often widely
neglected.

But he could not win against
the corruption in high society. His
political career ended in failure.

To be continued
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