
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 

why the English came up with the "Lord of Misrule," the top sot appointed to preside over the 
annual pagan Fe·ast of Fools. 

In other words, Christmas has, until recently, been a time for heavy drinking and organized 
mischief. 

TRUMPETS AND HARLEQUINS 

Belsnickel would seem to have been the more appropriate mascot for this season, more so than 
the benign Santa Claus -- who, like Belsnickel, was a regional tradition in the early 1800s, 
popular mainly in New York. Belsnickel (not unlike Santa, who has been known to leave lumps 
of coal for severely naughty children) could be by turns benevolent or punitive, delivering nuts, 
candies and gifts to well-behaved kids, and threatening to beat, kidnap or drown the ornery ones. 

But unlike Santa, who now does his work under the cover of night, Belsnickel was more overt. 

From the Harrisburg Patriot, Dec. 25, 1876: 

"The fun- and mischief-loving portion of our population [were] dressed in the costumes of 
'Beltznickels,' clowns, harlequins, Indian chiefs, rag-a-muffins, girls of the period, negro 
pe,formers, and in masquerade suits of every imaginable cut, shape, and color, making night 
hideous with horn music, kettle-drums, trumpets, penny whistles, etc., [ carrying] out the time
honored old custom of merry making on Christmas eve . ... At many private residences the 
masqueraders were invited to enter and receive Christmas 'treats. 111 

Other times, they did not require invitations. From the Pottstown Lafayette Aurora, Dec. 21, 
1826: 

The "bellsnickel [is] a mischievous hobgoblin that makes his presence known to the people once 
a year by his cunning tricks. off airyism .. . Pottstown has had a full share of his presence this . 
season if I am to judge from the wreck of lumber that is strewed through our streets and 
blockading the. doors generally every morning, which indicates the work of a mighty marauder . 
... It is reported that he nearly demolished a poor woman's ~ouse in one of the back streets afew 
nights ago." 

THANKS, NEW YORK! 

Had our history pivoted a different way, we might still be celebrating that manner. But times 
change. Christmas moved indoors. Door-to-door carousing was replaced by drinking too much 
eggnog at the company party. The holiday became kid-centered. 

New York, meanwhile, outgrew Philadelphia, both in size and in cultural influence, and while 
Belsnickel remained a regional, ethnic oddity, Santa expanded his sphere. 


