
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Lent 

Fastnachtzeit oder Fastenzeit: Carnival Season 

A PARTY THAT MAKES OKTOBERFEST LOOK CIVILISED 

Large parts of Germany come to a standstill for carnival, the six days before Lent when half the 
nation lets its hair down for a wild party that shouldn't be missed, writes David Crossland. 

The Berlin Wall came and went, but Germany is far from united. A deep divide runs through the heart of 

this nation, between those who go mental at carnival and those who can't stand it. 

In Berlin, men heading to work in suits and ties arrived with their clothes intact on Thursday. In Cologne 
and across the Rhineland, it was a very different story, for Thursday is Weiberfastnacht, Old Wives' 

Day, when men are quite literally assaulted by women, often drunk, who symbolically castrate them by 

cutting their ties off with scissors. 

On Weiberfastnacht, the predominantly Catholic south and west of the country embarks on a week-long 
beer and Schnapps-fuelled fancy dress binge that makes the Munich Oktoberfest look like a tea party, 

while the Protestant north shakes its head. 

Helped by sunny weather, which is predicted to last throughout the weekend, carnival got off to a 

glorious start on Thursday. 

Thousands of costumed revellers, known as "Jecken" or "Narren" (Fools) packed the Alter Markt square 
in Cologne to watch the "Dreigestirn," (Triumvirate) of prince, farmer and virgin (a man in a wig), officially 

launch the carnival season. 

In towns across the Rhineland and all the way down to the Swiss story, people took to the streets and 

got partying. 

It's a refreshing sight. For six days, the locals abandon their Teutonic reserve and walk around dressed 

as clowns or Friesian cows. Strangers talk to each other. 

In market squares and crowded pubs, they lock arms and perform a swaying dance called "Schunkeln" 
and sing along to songs like "Mein Schwein ist weg Mein Schwein ist weg wo ist mein Schwein bloss 

hin?" (My pig is gone, my pig is gone, where can my pig have got to?" or "Wir !assen den Dom in Kolle, 
denn da gehort er hin" ("We are leaving the cathedral in Cologne for that is where it belongs.") 

The neat streets descend into chaos. Bus drivers, bank clerks and supermarket cashiers wear red 
noses or funny wigs. Town halls are besieged by carnival troupes who take control of local authorities 

for what they call the "Fifth Season". 
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