
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN (PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

bringer of gifts: der Gabenbringer, die Gabenbringer 
fur-clad giftbringer of the Palatinate: Belsnickel, Belznickel, Pelznickel 

Meet Belsnickel, the Counter Claus 

Santa Claus, the pleasant bearded elf 
dressed in red (in case you _thought I 
was referring to some other Santa 
Claus), was not predestined to be a 
worldwide Christmas icon and beloved 
Coca-Cola pitchman. How different 
our Christmases would be if the annual 
chimney descent of "Sinterklaas" had 
remained a Dutch folk custom and 
instead America bad embraced -- and 
then exported to the world -- a 
somewhat more curious and more 
frightening Pennsylvania tradition. 

Just as Sinterklaas gets his name from 
the fourth-century bishop and Greek 
holy man, Nikolas, so does the mythic 
German figure known as Belsnickel 
( also Belznickel, or Pelznikel, or one 
of several other spellings). 

Like Sinterklaas, Santa Claus and jolly 
old St. Nicholas, Belsnickel brought 
gifts to children at Christmastime. But 
that's more or less where the 
similarities end. 

While we think of Santa as a 
benevolent figure, Belsnickel is ( or 
used to be) more sinister, dressed in 
dark furs (the bels translates roughly to 
"fur" in German, as in pelz, or pelt, 
and nickel seems to refer to the saint 

himself, Nikolas), threatening children who don't behave with a switch-thrashing, rattling his 
chains and committing acts of vandalism, harassment, or even some light home invasions. 

Belsnickel, one of St. Nicholas' companions, comes to us by way of Germanic folklore, brought 
to eastern Pennsylvania by those German and Swiss immigrants who would later become known 

-
as the Pennsylvania Dutch. He may have been based on another, older, German myth, Rupert the 
Servant, who was a servant of Saint Nicholas, or, by some accounts, a servant of Christ himself. 


