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"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

TANNENBAUM I CHRISTMAS TREE 

The 2011 Capitol Christmas Tree after it was 

lit in Washington, DC, on Dec. 6. 
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Like all immigrants to the New World, Germans brought 
many beloved traditions with them when they came to 
the Americas. And so it was with the Christmas tree, 
which dates back as a modern Christian tradition to 
16th-century Germany. 

One of the earliest documented reports of a Christmas 
tree, some of which also suggest it was a common 
custom around the same time in Livonia (present-day 
Latvia), comes from the northern German city state of 
Bremen. 

According to at least one source from Germany cited 
online: "A Bremen guild chronicle of 1570 reports that a 
small tree decorated with 'apples, nuts, dates, pretzels 
and paper flowers' was erected in the guild-house for 
the benefit of the guild members' children, who 
collected the dainties on Christmas Day." 

Other documented cases highlight the even earlier use 
of Christmas trees in the German-speaking Alsace 
region (present-day France) and in southwestern 
Germany, including the cities of Freiburg and Baden
Baden. 

Coming to America 

But the pre-Christian, alleged "pagan" roots of the Christmas tree custom led many American 
Christians to be suspicious of it at first, and it was not until the mid-19th century that it caught 
on as a widespread holiday tradition in the United States. 

From palaces to parlors 

This process was accelerated by the royal family adopting the custom in Great Britain, aided by 
the enthusiasm of German-born Prince Albert. A charming black-and-white engraved etching of 
Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, and their children reportedly wended its way into a US publication, 
minus the royal trappings such as the Queen's tiara, to become a popular "every family" image of 
domestic holiday bliss that then really took off in 19th-century America. 

Ancient origins 

The ancient Egyptians (palm trees), Greeks (evergreen trees), and Romans (mid-winter festival of 
Saturnalia, which included 12 candles on a tree in honor of a sun god) all used greenery to 
celebrate resurrection or renewal, according to online reports. 
In Northern Europe, meanwhile, as at least one Web site suggests: "the ancient Germanic people 
tied fruit and attached candles to evergreen tree branches, in honor of their god Woden .... the 
deity after which Wednesday was named." 

The trees were viewed as symbolizing eternal life. They joined other symbols of the season, 
including holly, mistletoe, and the Yule log, which reportedly all also predated Christianity. 


