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E u r o p e   T o r n   A p a r t 
The Thirty Years War 

 
Directions: The Thirty Years’ War (1618-48) began when Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II of Bohemia attempted to 
curtail the religious activities of his subjects, sparking rebellion among Protestants. The war came to involve the major 
powers of Europe, with Sweden, France, Spain and Austria all waging campaigns primarily on German soil. Known in 

part for the atrocities committed by mercenary soldiers, the war ended with a series of treaties that made up the Peace of 
Westphalia. The fallout reshaped the religious and political map of central Europe, setting the stage for the old centralized 

Roman Catholic empire to give way to a community of sovereign states. Read the documents below and answer the 
questions to learn more about this conflict. 

 
Unlike the monarchs of Russia and 
Western Europe, rulers in Central 
Europe in the 1500s and 1600s 
never became absolute monarchs. 
The Holy Roman Empire, which 
included most of Central Europe at 
that time, was headed by a single 
emperor, but he did not have total 
authority. His empire included 
dozens of small states, each with 
its own ruler, who fought 
vigorously against increased 
imperial power. 
Since the 1450s, all of the Holy 
Roman Emperors had come from a 
single family, the Hapsburgs. In 
the early 1600s, an attempt by one 
of the Hapsburg emperors to exert 
his authority launched a terrible 
conflict known as the Thirty 
Years’ War. Alliances between the 
Hapsburgs and other European 
monarchs helped make the war a 
continent-wide affair. 
Source: “Monarchy and Conflict in 
Central Europe,” Roger Beck, 
World History: Patterns of 
Interaction 
 
This conflict, which redrew the religious and political map of central Europe, began in the Holy Roman Empire, a vast 
complex of some one thousand separate, semiautonomous (partly independent) political units under the loose suzerainty 
(political control) of the Austrian Hapsburgs. Over the previous two centuries, a balance of power had emerged among the 
leading states, but during the sixteenth century, the Reformation and the Counter Reformation had divided Germany into 
hostile Protestant and Catholic camps, each prepared to seek foreign support to guarantee its integrity if need arose. 
Source: “Thirty Years War,” History.com 
 
Both the Lutheran and the Catholic princes tried to gain followers. In addition, both sides felt threatened by Calvinism, 
which was spreading in Germany and gaining many followers. As tension mounted, the Lutherans joined together in the 
Protestant Union in 1608. The following year, the Catholic princes formed the Catholic League. Now, it would take only a 
spark to set off a war. 
Source: “The Thirty Years War,” Susan Ramirez, Holt World History Human Legacy 



1. Why did the Holy Roman Emperor find it more difficult to achieve absolute rule than his contemporaries 
in France and Russia? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. In what way did the Protestant Reformation destabilize the Holy Roman Empire? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To start with the Bohemian Protestants didn’t like the way the Catholic 
Austrian Emperor’s representatives were talking smack to them, so… they 
decided to chuck them out a window… into a well-placed pile of horse 
[poop]. This event was known as the “Defenestration of Prague.” 
Source: “The Thirty Years War: A Recipe For Disaster,” Erik Slader, Epik 
Fails of History 
 
The Thirty Years’ War began as a religious dispute. In 1618 in Prague (now in 
the Czech Republic) an official representing Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand 
II, who was Roman Catholic, ordered that two Protestant churches be shut 
down. Local Protestants were furious. They responded by throwing the 
emperor’s representatives out of the palace windows. Although the men 
landed on a rubbish heap and were unhurt, their dignity was damaged. The 
emperor’s attempt to control people’s religion sparked revolt throughout the 
region. Nobles in the German states of Bavaria and Austria rebelled against 
the emperor, and nobles from other states soon joined them. The rulers of 
other countries became involved in the war as well. 
Source: “Monarchy and Conflict in Central Europe,” Roger Beck, World 
History: Patterns of Interaction 
 
Thus in 1618, when Ferdinand II, heir apparent to the throne of Bohemia, began to curtail certain religious privileges 
enjoyed by his subjects there, they immediately appealed for aid to the Protestants in the rest of the empire and to the 
leading foreign Protestant states: Great Britain, the Dutch Republic, and Denmark. Ferdinand, in turn, called upon the 
German Catholics (led by Bavaria), Spain, and the papacy. 
Source: “Thirty Years War,” History.com 
 

3. What events sparked the Thirty Years War? Do you find this surprising? What did Ferdinand II do, and 
how did the Bohemians respond? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HABSBURG WINNING 
 
The Thirty Years’ War lasted from 1618 to 1648. During the first 12 years, Hapsburg armies from Austria and Spain 
crushed the troops hired by the Protestant princes. They succeeded in putting down the Czech (Bohemian) uprising. They 
also defeated the German Protestants who had supported the Czechs. Ferdinand II paid his army of 125,000 men by 
allowing them to plunder, or rob, German villages. This huge army destroyed everything in its path. 
Source: “The Thirty Years War,” Susan Ramirez, Holt World History Human Legacy 



 
The fighting took a terrible toll. Roving armies of mercenaries, or 
soldiers for hire, burned villages, destroyed crops, and killed without 
mercy. Murder and torture were followed by famine and disease. 
Wolves, not seen in settled areas since the Middle Ages, stalked the 
deserted streets of once-bustling villages. The war led to severe 
depopulation, or reduction in population. Exact statistics do not exist, 
but historians estimate that as many as one third of the people in the 
German states may have died as a result of the war. 
Source: “The Thirty Years War Ravages Europe,” Elizabeth Gaynor 
Ellis & Anthony Esler, Prentice Hall World History 
 
During this year, 1635, we experienced and endured a great deal of 
scarcity because of the war and plague, of which many thousands died 
and starved to death… The hunger, you see, drove many poor folk to 
eat nasty and disgusting things, indeed, all sorts of improper things, 
such as dogs and cats, mice and dead cattle, and horseflesh… 
Source: A Swabian Cobbler-Farmer Survives the Thirty Years War, Hans Heberle (1597-1677) 
 
Almost all the dogs and cats in the city were eaten, and some thousands of horses, cattle, oxen, calves, and sheep were 
also eaten. On November 24, a captured soldier died in the jail, and when the provost went to bury him, [he found that] 
the other prisoners had taken his body, cut it up, and eaten it. The prisoners in the jail made holes in the walls with their 
fingers so that they could partake of it. Two dead men in the burying ground were carved up, and the entrails (intestines) 
were extracted and eaten. Three children were eaten in one day. The soldiers promised a pie-maker's son a piece of bread, 
if he would come into the barracks. When he entered, they butchered and ate him. On December 10 in the Fischerhalden 
alone, eight prominent citizens lost children, probably eaten, because nobody knew where they'd gone to. This doesn't 
count the strangers and beggars' children, of whom nobody knew anything. 
Source: A Swabian Cobbler-Farmer Survives the Thirty Years War, Hans Heberle (1597-1677) 

 
At the beginning of this year [1640], when we had a bit of peace and rest from the war, 
hunting wolves was just about our biggest task. Many wolves came into our area during 
the war, for God sends evil beasts into the land to punish us by eating our sheep and cattle. 
Before the war, by contrast, it was remarkable to see one wolf, but in recent years we 
commonly see many of them together, for there are plenty of them, both young and old. 
They run among the livestock, even when two or three men are present, and take goats and 
sheep from the herds. If the men try to prevent it, the wolves react with great violence. 
Why, they even come into the villages and walk in front of the houses and take cats and 
dogs away, which is why for a long time no one has been able to keep dogs in the villages. 
Source: A Swabian Cobbler-Farmer Survives the Thirty Years War, Hans Heberle (1597-
1677) 
 

4. The Thirty Years War is often remembered for the death and destruction it 
caused. Give THREE examples of what you consider the worst of it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. ON THE MAP BELOW, label Spain, Portugal, England, France, Ottoman Empire, Poland, Russia. 
 



 
 
 
The Protestant Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and his disciplined army of 23,000 shifted the tide of war in 1630. They 
drove the Hapsburg armies out of northern Germany. However, Gustavus Adolphus was killed in battle in 1632. Cardinal 
Richelieu and Cardinal Mazarin of France dominated the remaining years of the war. Although Catholic, these two 
cardinals feared the Hapsburgs more than the Protestants. They did not want other European rulers to have as much power 
as the French king. Therefore, in 1635, Richelieu sent French troops to join the German and Swedish Protestants in their 
struggle against the Hapsburg armies. 
Source: “The Thirty Years War,” Susan Ramirez, Holt World History Human Legacy 
 
Before long, political motives out we’d religious issues. Catholic and Protestant rulers shifting alliances to suit their own 
interests. At one point, Catholic France joined Lutheran Sweden against the Catholic Habsburgs. 
Source: “The Thirty Years War Ravages Europe,” Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis & Anthony Esler, Prentice Hall World History 
 

6. At first, the Habsburgs were winning in the war. What circumstances caused this to change? 
 
 
 
 

7. Originally, the two sides were divided along religious lines. When and why did this change? 
 
 



The Thirty Years’ War dragged on until 1648, with devastating effects on Germany. Several million Germans died—in 
battle, from disease, or starvation because their fields were ruined. In the end, the two sides agreed to the Treaty of 
Westphalia, which ended the war. In addition to extending religious toleration to both Catholics and Protestants, the treaty 
further reduced the power of the Holy Roman emperor and strengthened the rulers of the states within it. Among the rulers 
who gained from the treaty were the leaders of Austria and Prussia. Austria was governed by the Hapsburg family, while 
Prussia’s rulers came from a rival family, the Hohenzollerns. 
Source: “Monarchy and Conflict in Central Europe,” Roger Beck, World History: Patterns of Interaction 
 
The Peace of Westphalia (1648) ended the war. The treaty had these important consequences: 

• weakened the Hapsburg states of Spain and Austria; 
• strengthened France by awarding it German territory; 
• made German princes independent of the Holy Roman emperor; 
• ended religious wars in Europe; 
• introduced a new method of peace negotiation whereby all participants meet to settle the problems of a war and 

decide the terms of peace. This method is still used today. 
The treaty thus abandoned the idea of a Catholic empire that would rule most of Europe. It recognized Europe as a group 
of equal, independent states. This marked the beginning of the modern state system… 
Source: “The Thirty Years War,” Susan Ramirez, Holt World History Human Legacy 
 
The cost, however, had proved enormous. Perhaps 20 percent of Germany’s total population perished during the war, with 
losses of up to 50 percent along a corridor running from Pomerania in the Baltic to the Black Forest. Villages suffered 
worse than towns, but many towns and cities also saw their populations, manufacture, and trade decline substantially. It 
constituted the worst catastrophe to afflict Germany until World War II. On the other hand, the conflict helped to end the 
age of religious wars. Although religious issues retained political importance after 1648 (for instance, in creating an 
alliance in the 1680s against Louis XIV), they no longer dominated international alignments. Those German princes, 
mostly Calvinists, who fought against Ferdinand II in the 1620s were strongly influenced by confessional considerations, 
and as long as they dominated the anti-Hapsburg cause, so too did the issue of religion. But because they failed to secure a 
lasting settlement, the task of defending the “Protestant cause” gradually fell into the hands of Lutherans, who proved 
willing to ally (if necessary) with Catholic France and Orthodox Russia in order to create a coalition capable of defeating 
the Hapsburgs. After 1630 the role of religion in European politics receded. This was, perhaps, the greatest achievement 
of the Thirty Years’ War, for it thus eliminated a major destabilizing influence in European politics, which had both 
undermined the internal cohesion of many states and overturned the diplomatic balance of power created during the 
Renaissance. 
Source: “Thirty Years War,” History.com 
 

8. What were the short-term effects of the war? 
 
 
 
 

9. What were the long-term effects of the war? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. Do you think this war was worth fighting? Why or why not? 


