
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

CHRISTMAS TREE DECORATIONS I 
WEIHNACHTSBAUMSCHMUCKE 

Christmas tree: der Weihnachtsbaum, die Weihnachtsbaume 
decoartion: der Schmuck, die Schmucke 

Germans Introduced Ornaments 
But Woolworth Made Them· Po~ular 

German immigrants first 
brought glass Christmas tree 
ornaments to America but it 
took a small town variety store 
owner named F.W. Woolworth to 
bring them to the mass market. 

The glass ornaments deco
rated another German tradition, 
the Christmas tree, according to 
an article in the current issue of 
Country Living, but at first it 
was not the ceiling-scraper that 
now sprouts in American homes. 

Legend once held that 
Christmas trees were introduced 
to America by Hessian soldiers 
during the American Revolution, 
but the first documented deco
rated tree appeared on Christ
mas Day in 1747 at the German 
Moravian church's communal 
settlement in Bethlehem, Pa. It 
was a wooden triangle covered 
with branches. 

The German immigrants put 
up small tabletop trees and 
decorated them with homemade 
ornaments - needlework items 
and cookies cut into fancy 
shapes and tied to the branches. 
Bright ribbons and strings of 
popcorn and cranberries added 
color to the rosy apples and pine 
cones scattered throughout the 
branches. 

By the mid 1800s, America's 
German immigrants had rel
ocated to the Midwest and 
South, taking their Christmas 
customs along. 

From the 1870s through the 
1890s, women's magazines 
print..:.ed~a~t=te=r=ns~an_d_instru~tions 

for making ornaments. The de
signs were cut into a variety of 
shapes - stars, hearts, birds, 
angels and flowers - and 
trimmed with tinsel, glitter, 
ribbon, cotton batting and other 
bits and pieces from the scrap 
bag. Before the century came to 
a close, most American homes 
displayed floor-to-ceiling trees, 
lavishly embellished with hand 
and commercially made deco
rations, wrapped in tinsel gar
lands. 

Although the German im
migrants probably brought glass 
icicles and balls to their new 
country around 1860, Woolworth 
introduced colored glass or
naments in quantity. 

At first, Woolworth was uni
mpressed when an importer 
showed him the decorations in 
the fall of 1880. At the time he 
owned only one variety store, in 
Lancaster, Pa. 

The importer persuaded 
Woolworth to take $25 worth, al
though Woolworth doubted the 
public would buy the delicate 
baubles. 

"In two days, they were gone, 
and I woke up," Woolworth said. 
A decade later he was buying 
more than 200,000 ornaments 
annually. 

The German cottage in
dustries produced more than 

6,000 recorded designs, made by 
families working for pennies a 
day. The blown-glass ornaments 
were usually hand-painted -
fruits, vegetables, Santas, birds, 
animals, angels, stockings, 
umbrellas. 

Blown-glass ornaments were 
first produced in the United 
States in 1938 when a New York 
firm introduced items depicting 
Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs. They were charming 
but did not equal the quality of 
the German-made pieces. 

Mach ine-b I own-and-lacquered 
ornaments were first produced 
in large quantities in 1939 when 
Corning Glass Co. successfully 
adapted its lightbulb-blowing 
machine to Christmas tree balls. 

In one minute, the machine 
could produce more ornaments 
than a German craftsman could 
create in a day. 

The following year Corning 
shipped clear glass balls to a 
decorating plant in New Jersey 
where they were silvered inside, 
lacquered and hand decorated. 
They were sold under the name 
"Shiny Brite" and Corning bec
ame the world's largest pro
ducer of tree ornaments. 

Among the most beautiful 
Christmas decorations were the 
large angels that the Germans 
produced, using a coloring 
technique called chrom
olithography. The angels, em
bellished with spun-glass halos 
and skirts often held banners 
that, translated from Lhe 
German, read "Honor to God in 
the Above." 

------~ 


