
Gennan village lures tourists 
with beautifully made toys 

S~~ll•'FEN, Germany- Giant 
nutcrackers stand sentinel in 
shop doorways. The aroma of 
hot mulled wine wafts through 
the air. And street lanterns 
glow day and night with colorful 
Christmas motifs. 

The only thing missing on the 
autumn day I visited Seiffen was 
snow. 

But that doesn't matter in 
this charming, "Toy Story" 
kind of town in eastern Ger
many's wooded Erzgebirge, or 
Ore Mountains. Located off the 
beaten tourist path, just minutes 
from the Czech Republic border, 
the tiny toy-making village is 
the 19th century birthplace of 
the nutcracker and evokes the 
Christmas spirit year-round. 

Travelers come in all four 
seasons to stroll tidy streets 
lined with dozens of boutiques 
and workshops showcasing the 
region's signature folk art: high
quality wooden nutcrackers, 
spinning pyramids and other 
yuletide items handcrafted for 
generations by skilled local arti
sans. 

Clustered in modest work
shops, cooperatives or small 
family-owned businesses, many 
of the woodworkers are descen
dants of the original Ore Moun-

tain miners who tapped rich 
deposits of silver, iron ore, 
nickel and tin for centuries. 
The town's name, in fact. 
relates to the sieves they used 
to wash the tin ore. 

By the 1800s. when the 
minerals were tapped out, the 
miners sought new ways to 

l feed their families and struck 
gold with their well-honed 
hobby of wood-crafting. Their 
products caught on in Dres-
den, Leipzig and elsewhere in 
Germany's famed Christmas 
markets, and Seiffen's new 
industry took off. The color
ful wooden toys, particularly 
Noah's Ark playsets, soon 
became popular in North 
America with Victorian-era 
collectors. 

Today, some 2,000 wood
workers and about 150 manu
facturers continue the local 
toymaking tradition, accord
ing to Dieter Uhlmann, 
chairman of Seiffen's Wood
workers Association. The 
handicrafts, whether carved 
by hand, lathe or ring-turned 
(a special technique used to 
make small wooden animals) 
are rooted in the region's 
500-year-old mining tradition 
and the miners~ perennial 
craving for light. 

The wooden nutcrackers, 
with their fierce expressions. 
were the working man's sub
versive nudge at soul-crush· 
ing authority figures, from 

sup<>rvlsors and bosses to 
gendannesand kings. Quirky 
incense burners, shaped like 
small men with pipes that 
puff scented smoke, repre
sent the average guy on the 
street. 'l'hey're called "smok
ing men," and Santa Claus 
and snowmen figures are 
included in theirranks. 

From matchbox miniature 
to king-size, nutcrackers span 
the color palette. The most 
memorable are the wooden 
soldiers painted in crisP pri· 
mary colors - Christmas 
red, royal blue. bright yel
low and shiny black. Other 
wooden toys, from animals 
and angels to snowmen and 
chefs, are done up in a rain
bow array of colors. 

Elegant spinning Christ
mas pyramids, candle arches 
and candle-carrying angels 
that symbolize the miners' 
wives waiting patiently at 
home are among Seiffen's 
other traditional wooden spe
cialties. 

Many of ~he woodcrafts 
feature Seiffen's famous 
octagon church perched on a 
hill above the village, which 
could be straight out of a 
German fairy talc. Dating to 
1779 and known as the Round 
Church. it is well worth a visit 
if vou need a break from the 
handicrafts spilling from the 
storl'fronts. Wood('!\ rnrvinr.., 

of the distincUve Baroque 
church, fronted by a group of 
sweet choirboys, are popular 
Seiffen souvenirs. 

The Toy Museum, or 
Spielzeugmuseum, is a treat, 
too. It's a great place to learn 
about the region's history, see 
hand-carved wooden chan
deliers and pose for photos 
alongside towering nutcrack
ers and twirlitrg pyramids. 

Some Seiffen visitors, such 
as Mona Mesereau of subur
ban Denver, succumb to "nut
cracker fever" and give their 
credit cards a real workout. 
A collector for more than 20 
years, she brings to mind the 
proverbial "kid in a candy 
shop" as she blitzes the Ger
man village. 

"I love the quality -what 
a difference from what you'd 
buy in a department store!" 
she says, midway through 
her buying binge. "So much 
of what we have is 'Made 
in China' and certainly not 
hand-carved." 

Ms. Mesereau and her 
shopping companions 
stopped at one of the local 
co-op workshops to see Ger
man wood-crafting in action. 
They saw modern-day S;tn 
ta's elves: young appn•ntkPs 
surh as Abel Burma. 19. 
hunrhcd over a lathe. and 
1:11law• women, known fo1· 
tht>n l'olt'llcly hands. show· 


