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Customs: Easter Wells 
in ''Franconian Switzerland'' 

T he Easter Bunny? Well, even if no ?ne 
really believes in him anymore, Just 

about everyone still loves him , that sweet. 
lono-eared character who brings the treats 
on °Easter morning. Easter eggs? Who 
doesn't love to eat them, both the colorful
ly decorated chicken egg form , and those 
made of chocolate or marzipan. Easter 
wells? Most of us have to pass on that one 
.. . what are they? Easter wells are an old 
custom typical of the region knows as 
"Franconian Switzerland," in actual fact, 
the area around Nuremberg, West Ger
man. Generally, not much more than that 
is known, which is why so many people 
make Easter pilgrimages to the wells, a 
major attraction for tourists from afar and 
for knowledgable locals. 

In recent years, the charming custom of 
decorating wells at Easter has happily ex
perienced a Renaissance, spreading farth
er and farther into surrounding areas. 

Where did the custom originate, and 
when? Its source is certainly the central 
region of Franconian Switzerland, but it is 
impossible to be more exact than that. 

The primary motivation for decorating 
weUs and springs is seen in the overriding 
importance of water in a region where that 
essential element is notoriously scarce: the 
highlands known as the Francooian Alb. 
In the days before the centralized water 
supply systems we have all come t? take 
for granted, wells were dug and cisterns 
were constructed to combat water short
ages in an area that lacked natural collec
tion basins due to its geological make-up. 
It was usually the women who drew water 
from the wells, springs and cisterns and 
then trudged back to their settlements. It 
was only natural that these sources of w~
ter were cultivated and well cared for; ill 

some areas , the inhabitants also erected a 
well-house over the spring or shaft. 

Exactly when the custom orgi~ated (s 
also unknown. Oral tradition has 1t that 1t 
began about the start of the 20th century. 
After the Second World War and into the 
1950s, the custom was neg~cted in many 

communities, first and foremost as a result 
of the introduction of centralized water 
supplied. But in the early 1980s the de
corating of wells at Easter suddenly re
blossomed, and by 1986, no fewer than 226 
Easter wells - in 169 different communities 
- were involved . 

The decoration ceremony begins with 
cleaning the entire facility, a job locals 
refer to as "sweeping." This used to be 
done by young men, but nowadays, the 
women responsible for decorating, or their 
husbands, do it. Then the actual decora
tion - or "adorning" as the locals say- can 
begin. 

The main ornaments are eggs shells 
(from which white and yolk have been 
removed) , painted with one or several col
ors. In some areas real eggs have been 
replaced by plastic ones, because of dam
age due to weather or vandalism. Bands 
and garlands of colored paper are also 
used , as well as garlands of evergreens 
wrapped around the well bases, wooden 
frames and roofs, on which the eggs are 
fastened. Even real flowers are often used. 

Quite simply, the communities have dis
covered that their old custom can serve as 
an effective modern tourist attraction. In 
the meantime, many people engage in 
photo safaris to the best-known and most 
beautiful Easter wells of Franconian Swit
zerland, either as single-day excursions , or 
over the entire East weekend, beginning 
on Good Friday. 

For additional information: 

Stadtisches Fremdenverkehrsamt 
(City Tourist Office), Rathaus 

8550 Forchheim, Tel. 09191 - 8 43 38 


