UNDER THE GUN

Branch conferences of the Church were held
in Vienna on a regular basis after the war began.
A Sunday School conference was attended by fifty
persons in February 1941, and one month later
forty-five persons attended a Relief Society con-
ference. A spring mission conference was held on
June 7-8, 1941, under the leadership of mission
supervisor Christian Heck, and several Saints from
Austria took the train to Germany to participate.
Branch leaders from Linz and Salzburg attended a
conference in Munich in the fall of 1941. Mission
records indicate that conferences were held in
Vienna on April 3—4, 1943, and on October 2-3,
1943; mission leaders Christian Heck and Anton
Huck presided, and Johann Thaller, president of the
Munich District, was also in attendance. It is clear
that contacts with other districts and with the West
German Mission office in Frankfurt were carefully
maintained as long as possible.

At the conclusion of the war, Austria was divided
into four regions for occupation by the victorious
nations of Great Britain, the United States, France,
and the Soviet Union. In the confusion, contact
with the mission office in Frankfurt was inter-
rupted, and the leaders of the five LDS branches in
Austria wondered how they should proceed. They
met in Haag am Hausruck in the summer of 1945
and decided to establish an Austrian administration
of the Church; Anton Cziep of Vienna was selected
as the leading elder of the organization until such
time as the Church leadership in Salt Lake City
could reestablish contact and provide instructions.
This status prevailed only until May 1946, when
Elder Ezra Taft Benson arrived to organize the
Vienna District with Brother Cziep as president.'”

The members of the five branches in Austria had
fared somewhat better in the war years than their
friends in the German branches, but there were losses
and privations to overcome. Only the Linz Branch
was without a real meeting venue in 1945, and all five
branches were holding regular meetings. The spirit
of the Church in Austria was very good, and several
new branches were established in the next few years.
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LiINZ BRANCH

ocated on the banks of the Danube River in the
Lprovince of Upper Austria, the city of Linz was
one of Austria’s largest in 1938, with 123,000 inhab-
itants, but also home to a very small branch of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.! There
is no record of the actual number of branch mem-
bers in Linz at the time, but several important docu-
ments have survived that describe the condition and
activities of the branch during World War II.

Founded in 1921, the Linz Branch was led

for many years by a professional soldier, Rudolf



Niedermair, who had joined the Church in the
1920s. According to Karl Schramm (born 1908),
Niedermair was the commander of a local army
post. Because Schramm was unemployed from
1931 to 1938, President Niedermair often gave him
clothing no longer needed by the soldiers.?

The history of the Linz Branch provides the fol-
lowing description of the branch’s condition just
before the war:

From 1933 to 1938 there was a serious economic
crisis that caused hunger, illness and need among
many families. When Hitler came to power in
Austria in 1938, the Linz Branch was part of the
Vienna District under the leadership of Georg
Schick. On May 14, 1939, Linz and Vienna were
designated as independent of the mission and
remained so until 1946.

Like many Austrians, Karl Schramm was
pleased to see Hitler annex Austria in 1938: “T had a
job by April 13, just one month later. I found a posi-
tion in the field for which I was trained [cauldron
smith]. Nobody was out of work any more. We had
Hitler to thank for that.”

According to the
directory of the West
German Mission, the
Linz Branch held their
Sunday School meet-
ings in rooms on the
second floor of a build-
ing at Landstrasse 49
during the summer of
1939. President Nieder-
mair’s counselors were
Peter Mareska and Karl

Schramm. No other

Fig. 1. Branch president Rudolf
Niedermair was one of the first
to join the Church in Linz.

(G. Koerbler Greenmun)

men or women were
listed as branch offi-
cers at the time. The directory indicates that only
Sunday School was held at that location, whereas
sacrament meeting took place at 7:30 p.m. in the
fourth-floor apartment of a Sister Schleindl at Hof-
gasse 12. An entertainment evening was held on
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Linz Branch

Wednesdays at 8:00 p.m. in the home of Brother
Mareska.?

The condition of the branch in the first two
years after Austria was annexed by Germany was

described in detail by Karl Schramm in his memoirs:

We were soon evicted from our rooms in the
Vereinshaus and were compelled to find rooms
in restaurants and other buildings. Thus began
an endless search for suitable meeting places for
our events. Many members offered their apart-
ments and I will name just a few: Mareska,
Schleindl, Scharinger, Péschl, and Schramm.
Special mention is due Sister Szigato who was
so selfless in her service. Brother Niedermair
led this branch with great care as it continued
to shrink in size under these difficult circum-
stances. Little by little things began to change.
We were forbidden to sing songs that glorified
Zion or the Jewish religion. We were required
to sing the Horst Wessel anthem and other
such songs.® Brother Niedermair repeatedly
testified to us that if we remained faithful, the
Church would survive intact despite such chi-
canery. Then the shock came when we found
ourselves at war against half of the world. The
missionaries were pulled out and we were left to
depend only on the Lord. Due to the blackout,
we could no longer meet in the evenings and it
became more difficult to get together. Some of
the members were drafted and there were only
about eight to ten members left and some of
them were not coming regularly. By then, we
were meeting in the home of eighty-year-old
Sister Schleindl and Brother Niedermair was in
charge.”

Rudolf Niedermair served as the branch presi-
dent in Linz from 1924 to 1941. He was a loyal
army officer who never spoke a word against the
government, according to Karl Schramm, who also
claimed that other branch members also refrained
from making political statements during the war.®

According to the memoires of Karl Schramm,
Rudolf Niedermair became seriously ill in 1941 at
the age of fifty. His condition was not known until
he suddenly missed church one Sunday. The mem-
bers found him in the hospital suffering from blood
poisoning. He told them that he was embarking
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upon a trip from which he would not return. His
wife insisted that he was speaking nonsense in a
fever, but two days later he passed away.’

When President Niedermair died on May 6,
1941, he received a military funeral. According to
Anton F. Kérbler, the funeral was a very large af-
fair that was attended
by thirty-five Latter-day
Saints from several
branches in Austria as
well as by 350 friends.
The religious portion
of the ceremony was di-
rected by former district

president Georg Schick

from Vienna and Alois

Cziep, the president of
the Vienna Branch.'®

The burial took place

Fig. 2. A career soldier, Rudolf
Niedermair died of blood
poisoning in 1941. (G. Koerbler

in the St. Barbara Cem-
Greenmun) etery in Linz.

Karl Schramm, a
priest in the Aaronic Priesthood, was then asked to
see to the daily affairs of the branch but was not set
apart as the branch president. He saw to these duties
for the next eight months, during which time atten-
dance decreased. The minutes of the Sunday School
of the Linz Branch for the years 1941 and 1942 have
survived. The number of persons attending was
between three and eight for 1941 and decreased in
1942 to three to five persons each week.!!

The records of the Linz Branch show that Heinz
Jankowsky of Wels was set apart as branch presi-
dent for Linz on April 18, 1943, by Alois Cziep, the
president of the Vienna Branch. Brother Jankowsky
served with the help of President Cziep and Georg
Schick until the end of the war.!? The branch his-
tory indicates that during the war the members held
their meetings in the homes of members, in schools
and restaurants, and in the Vereinshaus.'® It was
probably a difficult task to locate new places to meet
while Linz was under Allied attack from the air in

the last years of the war.
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In February 1942, Karl Schramm was drafted
into the Wehrmacht and sent to Russia, where he
served for three and one-half years as a railroad
worker. When he was released as a prisoner of war
in 1945 and returned to Linz, he learned that his
wife and his son had sought refuge among the Saints
of the Haag am Hausruck Branch thirty miles to
the west. Although they were not members of the
Church, they were treated with such kindness by
the Haag Branch that Frau Schramm asked to be
baptized in August 1945, after which the Schramms
returned to Linz.

From July 1944 until the end of the war, the
city of Linz suffered under twenty-two air raids that
took the lives of 1,679 residents. An estimated one-
third of the dwelling space in the city was rendered
useless by the time the American army arrived in
the city on May 5, 1945.14 It is not known if or how
many of the Saints in Linz lost their homes.

With the arrival of the American army as the
liberators and occupiers of the province of Upper
Austria in May 1945, the Linz Branch began to
be revived. Several of the American soldiers were
Latter-day Saints, and they did what they could
to ease the sufferings of the local Saints, who were
subsisting on meager rations. On many Sundays,
the soldiers invited three or four branch members
to lunch at the post. Assistance also came from the
Saints in Haag and Frankenburg, most of whom
were farmers and thus had better access to food.
The Saints in Linz were very grateful for the sup-
port as they continued to revive their branch after

the war.
IN MEMORIAM

Only one member of the Linz Branch is known

to have died during World War II:

Rudolf Niedermaier b. Wels, Oberdsterreich,
Osterreich, 31 Oct 1888; son of Mathias Niedermaier
and Anna Merfert; bp. 10 Jan 1909; conf. 10 Jan 1909;
m. Anna Amalie Ring; 1 child; d. blood poisoning Linz,
Oberosterreich, Osterreich, 6 May 1941 (FHL microfilm
245242; 1925 and 1935 censuses)
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VIENNA BRANCH

he Austro-Hungarian Empire was nearly four

decades old when a branch of The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was established
in the capital city of Vienna just after the turn of
the century! The city was the political, cultural,
scientific, and industrial capital of the empire and
attracted people from many lands speaking many
languages. Years later, it would be commonly
claimed that a genuine native of Vienna must have
a Hungarian grandfather and a Bohemian grand-
mother. Vienna was at the same time the capital of
Austria, a predominately Catholic country where
German was the only official language.

By 1938, the Vienna Branch consisted of per-
haps 130 members who lived in many of the twenty-
three Bezirke (districts) of the metropolis. The home
of the branch was Seidengasse 30 in District VII

Vienna Branch

Fig. 1. Seidengasse 30 in Vienna. The Church rooms were to the left of

the main entry on the main and second floors. Note the sign in the first
window left of the entry. (E. Cziep Collette)

(Neubau). The rooms were acquired in July 1935
and served their purpose well for five decades.
According to branch president Alois Cziep (born
1893), the Church rented all of the rooms on the
second floor as well as the rooms on the main floor
to the left of the portal. Access to those rooms was a
door to the left, just inside the portal.?

Gertrude Miihlhofer (born 1915) described the
rooms rented by the branch at Seidengasse 30:

We walked into the portal and on the left side
was a door to our rooms. We then went up some
stairs and reached the cloakroom. On the right
side, there was the restroom. Then there was
a small room in which the youngest children
had their classes. On the right side, there were
two smaller rooms also. There was also a large
room for sacrament meeting. We had single
chairs that could be connected and could not
be moved easily. There were about sixty people
there on a typical Sunday, and there were quite
a few children.3

Gertrude had been out of work for five years
when Austria was annexed by Germany. By a stroke
of luck, she was offered employment in the parlia-

ment, as she later explained:

I received very good training. I earned three
hundred Marks a month and that was very
good money back then. They also gave me
extra money the first month so that I could



