
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN {PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

bringer of gifts: der Gabenbringer, die Gabenbringer 
Nicholas: Nikolaus 

history of Nicholas: die Geschichte von Sankt Nikolaus 

St. Nicholas -
Santa Claus 

With the Reformation, St. N icholas was increasingly transformed 
into an o ld man, perhaps a hermit or a kind of mountain spirit, 
w ho over the centuries was given the name of Santa Claus. He 
is the friendly old man w ith the long white beard, the fur-trimmed 
hood and the capacious warm coat, who co mes down to earth 
on a sledge out of the sky as if in a snow-storm in order to distri
bute presents. As late as 1778, the authorities in Hesse fo rbade 
the custom of having a Nicholas, dressed up as a Bishop, going 
the rounds. The transition to Santa Claus helped preserve 
children's pleasure and avoided infringement of a traditional 
practice. This name is preserved in some Protestant areas up to 
the present day. The people of the A ltmark around the Lower 
Elbe in N orth Germany give the name of Klaasbuur or Burklaas 
to the person who make his way through the viilages from early 
to mid-December. In Bremen, Nicholas is celebrated with singing . 
Small groups of chi ldren, whose costumes are reminiscent o f those 
of the Th ree Wise Kings, go -from house to house, singing of 
Good N icholas knocking at all doors. They accompany this with 
rhythmic beating of the earth so as to emphasise both the song 
and their request for presents. Other names are given to the 
N icholas figure in Mecklenburg (Rauklas), Schleswig-Holstein 
(Bu llerklaas), and in Friesland (Sunner- or Sunnerklas) where he 
wanders from farm to farm. 

The further East you go though, the fewer the links wi th the 
Christian Saint. The Pomeranians have their Ashman, the West 
Prussians their Shaggy Goat, and the East Prussians of the pla ins 
thei r Rider or their Bag o ' Bones Goat, w hich became the Yule 
Goat around the Baltic. Animal skins and straw ore among the 
att ributes of these figures. They no longer accompany a man who 
brings gifts. They are independent, and, above all, they demand 
presents for themse lves. 

After the war, a number of East Prussian farmers were settled on 
a former mi litary t raining area in the Eifel. They were given land, 
and they established communities. After a number of years they 
had established roots and started to feel at home in the area, 
and it was then that they took up a trad itiona l custom once 
again. This involves a young man receiving a white hobby-horse 
which he then "rides" from house to house. He is accompanied 
by other figures such as~himney-sweep, a Santa Claus wi tn 
attendant, and another young man carrying a life-size doll on his 
back. 


