
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

,Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

HISTORY OF CHRISTMAS TREE I GESCHICHTE DES 
WEIHNACHTSBAUMES 

Christmas tree: der Weihnachtsbaum, die Weihnachtsbaume 
history: die Geschichte 

The German roots of the Christmas tree 
Germans buy around million Christmas trees this time of year shelling out more than half a 
billion euros on a holiday tradition with Teutonic roots. 

Acco~~ing to German woop industry association the HDH, Germans bought around 100,000 more trees in 2012 than 2011. 

But the mighty Tannenbaum is no passing trend. The first Christmas tree was planted around 500 years ago by Germans, 

and the tradition has grown stronger ever since. 

For such an international phenomenon, the history of the Christmas tree remains mysterious to many. The historical roots 

of the Tannenbaum start with a group of young German merchants in the Baltic. 

Christmas does of course have a pre-Christian history, and decorating the house during the dark winter months is a 

tradition that precedes Christianity, and its German connection, by thousands of years. 

Many ancient societies included the custom of bringing evergreen plants into homes during the cold months as a reminder 

of the summer. From northern European Vikings, to the Romans and Ancient Egyptians, urging the sunny months back and 

warding off evil spirits with evergreens was commonplace. 

Skip forward a millennium or so, and a more recognizable Christmas tree was beginning to take shape, thanks to a guild of 

German merchants who supposedly erected the first Weihnachtsbaum in 1510, in the Baltic city of Riga, Latvia. 

Baltic birth 

Stories describe the Brotherhood of Blackheads, a guild for unmarried German merchants, erecting a spruce tree outside 

their headquarters during the winter and setting it on fire in a ritual celebration of the birth of Jesus, and the urging back of 

the warm weather. The plaque can still be seen today at the spot. 

Riga was not only a powerful trading port, but a popular stop-off point for Christian pilgrims. The combination of foreigners 

missing home and devout religious pilgrims made it a hotspot for burgeoning Christmas traditions. 

By the mid-16th century, young German men were setting up spruces in town squares then setting them alight as a regular 

part of the winter festivities. The trees would often be decorated beforehand with nuts, paper flowers, and pretzels. 

These trees became more widespread across Germany and Scandinavia, with families placing trees outside their houses, 

in a similar vein to their ancient predecessors. 

As decorating the trees became increasingly popular, families began to bring their festive creations indoors. Children would 

often raid the tree for its edible decorations on Christmas Eve, and soon presents were put beneath them. 
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