
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 

Der Belsnickel - St Nicholas in Fur 
The Belsnickel is the fur-clad gift
bringer of the Palatinate. In pre
Reformation Germany, the gift-bringer 
was portrayed as a wanderer, wrapped 
in fur, with a staff in his hand, looking 
much like Odin, the Nordic Wind God. 
By contrast, St. Nicholas, the bishop 
with a crozier, was an image popular pri
marily in northern Germany and in the 
Netherlands. When the Protestant 
Reformers tried to suppress such non
scriptural customs, the gift bringer went underground. 
However, it did not take long before he re-appeared, either 
as the "old" St. Nicholas in northern Germany and the 
Netherlands, or as the Christkind of southern Germany, 
who was accompanied on his journey by a fur-clad helper 
named Pelznickel, the "Nicholas in a Fur." The two quickly 
developed a division of labor: the Christ Child as a messen
ger from the infant Jesus, and the Pelznickel, who was no I 
longer a sain~ and thus met the ob)ections of the_ Protestant 'I 
reformers. HIS dual role was to frighten bad children into I 
good behavior, by leaving a switch on their doorstep. How
ever, for good children the Pelznickel was still a gift bringer 
who left presents for them, significantly enough, still on 6 
December, the feast day of St. Nicholas, which was the only 
"Christmas" gift-giving time during the Middle Ages and in 
early modem Germany. 

Dutch and German immigrants brought their traditions 
of Sinterklaas, Pelznickel, and the Kriss Kringle to America, 
to New Amsterdam, the future New York, and to Pennsylva
nia. During the eighteenth century, the Christ Child ( 
~eplaced St. Nich?las. To this very day, he is the gift bringer 

1 
m German-speaking Europe and as such, this changed the 1 

date of gift giving from 6 December to 25 December. The 
Pelznickel still made his appearance on 5 or 6 December, 
but as a final warning that Christmas was not far away. 

American ministers thought the putting up of nativity 
scenes, the "manger worship," to be dangerously close to 
the worshiping of idols and fought the custom. Under their 
pressure, Kriss Kringle and Pelznickel, and their roles, so it 
seems, became increasingly interchangeable at the end of 
the eighteenth century. When the Dutch and German tradi
tions merged in New York in the early nineteenth century, 
the genuinely American tradition· of Santa Claus, the gift 
bringer, was born. In 1804, the New York. Historical Society 

was founded with Sinterklaas as its patron saint, its members 
reviving the Dutch tradition of St. Nicholas as the gift
bringer. In 1812, Washington Irving published a second edi
tion of his Histmy of New York with details about Nicholas 
"riding over the tops of the trees, in that selfsame.wagon 
wherein he brings his yearly presents to children." On 
Christmas Eve 1822, New Yorker Clement Clarke Moore, 
wrote a poem known today by its opening line, '"Twas the 
night ~fore Christmas . . ," complete with eight reindeer. 

The emergence of Santa Qa~s, however; did not mean 
the end of the Pelznickel. Well into the twentieth century, 
Belsnickel, as he was known in the German-American 
dialect of Pennsylvania, was represented by adults who 
dressed in furry disguises, visited on 6 December while chil- ,' 
dren were still awake, and put on a scary peiformance. Gifts 
found by children the next morning, however, were credit
ed to Christ Kind, who had come while everyone was asleep. 
Among the Lutheran or Reformed Germans of the Shenan
doah Valley in Virginia, whose ancestors had migrated there 
from Pennsylvania during the eighteenth century, the chil
dren could expect a visit from the ugly and frightening Bel
snickel. As late as the 1930s, Belsnickels traveled from ho1:1Se 
to house, bells ringing and horns blowing, brandishing 
switches in the air. 


