
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FESTE 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" Feste im Herbst 

HERBSTFESTE UNO GEBRAUCHE I 
FALL FESTIVALS AND CUSTOMS 

The Old Harvest Customs Vanished 
Along with Industrial Society 

All the old, traditional customs came into being under 
agricultural, rural, pre-industrial conditions and they are 
tailored to these conditions. Modern societies have other 
ways of life, other basic principles around which life is or· 
ganized, and correspondingly they have other customs 
when it comes to celebrations. The external circumstan· 
ces of life determine this. 

7he cemral European village was formerly a relatively 
closed community. The inhabitants were forced to be in 
constant contact with one another. In spite of all the inter· 
nal differentiation which certainly did exist, the village 
constituted a unit. The feudal hierarchy, which subjected 
the community to a common lord and to the Church, con· 
tributed to this as well. 

Common ways of celebrating festivals, therefore, 
were only to be expected. But it was also the very man
ner in which the agricultural system was organized 
which brought about this close contact. In the three
field system, which prevailed from the Middle Ages 
until late into the 19th century, the common land held 
by the village community was alternately sown with 
summer grains (in the spring), then with winter grains 
(sown in the fall aqd lasting through the winter), and 
in the third year the land lay fallow. In the 19th century 
the practice of allowing the land to lie fallow was su
perseded. Vegetables like potatoes and beets and greens 
used for fodder were planted on the fallow land. 

Under this system of agriculture individual farmers 
could not decide on their own what they wanted to 
plant- they had to hold to the t raditional divisions of 
the common land. The harvest, too, had to begin at the 
same time for the entire community, because some of 
the paths of access to the fields crossed other fields 
which were in use and had to be harvested first. Simi
larly, the end of the harvest had to be officially an
nounc~ by rhe mayor, because after the harvest, the 
fields were turned over ro the geese, pigs, sheeps, and 
cattle (or were simply gleaned). For this reason it is un
derstandable that the time right at the end of the har
vest was suitable for a celebration. In these celebrations 
the last sheaf to be cut, a "harvest crown" and similar 
objects taken from the harvest played an 1mport;nt 
role. 

But is was on the large estates which lay for the most 
part east of the Elbe River and which occupied many 
harvest workers for a period of several weeks that the 
harvest festival developed its most charcteristic fea-

tures. Because of the methods of harvesting which 
were used earlier, the smallest work group consisted of 
a harvester who cut the grain with a scythe, and a 
female helper who worked with h im and gathered up 
the grain he had cut and then bound it together into 
sheafs. On a given farm there were usually many of 
these pairs working. When the grain was being· cur the 
harvest workers felt themselves to be the masters of the 
fields, and when the farm owner came out tO watch, it 
was customary in many regions for the workers to en
circle him w ith their scythes and keep him prisoner 
until he paid a "ransom" (which was spent for booze). 

Just as the cutting of the grain on a large farm often 
lasted for several weeks, the bringing-in of the cur and 
dried grain from the fields with horse-drawn wagons 
was a long and strenuous task, too. Speed was of the ut
most importance, because the harvest had tO be pro
tected from damage by rain, and naturally also because 
the farm owners wanted to keep down the number of 
days that they employed seasonal workers. 

Particular care was taken in making the last sheaf, 
since it was a visible token that the work was ended. 
Sometimes one of the harvesters (such as the youngest 
girl participating) was playfully tied up inside the last 
sheaf. In many instances t he last sheaf was handed over 
ceremoniously to the owner of the farm. Sometimes 
t his sheaf was replaced by a harvest wreath made of 
straw, flowers and ribbons. This was not a token of hu
mility on the parr of the workers, but rather a demand: 
when turning over the harvest wreath rhymes were re
cited in which it was clearly said that the harvest work
ers demanded a harvest festival now that the harvest 
had come to an end. And thus this ceremony often 
marked the beginning of a harvest festival, a festival 
with music, alcoholic beverages, and dancing, all payed 
for by the farm owner. The farmer himself danced the 
first dance with the "Grossmagd" (the head maid) and 
the farmer's wife danced with the "Grossknecht" (or 
foreman). 

Some elements of these harvest customs are related 
to the customs of craftsmen and their guilds. For 
example, the relationship between construction work
ers and the employer for whom they build a house is 
very similar. The employer treats them to drinks when 
the frame-work is completed ("Richtfest"). Even the 
verses which are recited on this occasion are similar. 
This shows that we are no t dealing with ancient agri
cultural customs in this instance but rather with cus
toms which are closely linked to the employment of 


