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CHRISTMAS 
IN GERMANY
As I write this travel article, 
we are living in unprecedented 
times. In March 2020,  the State 
Department issued a Level 4 do 
not travel advisory recommending 
that United States citizens avoid 
any global travel. Many countries 
have closed their borders to 
international tourists. As a 
travel show host and journalist, 
the pandemic has stolen my 
wanderlust and profession. Today, 
my only means for international 
travel is through my imagination 
via virtual experiences on my 
computers and smart devices. 

It was impossible to predict this 
new reality in December 2019, 
just two months before COVID-
19's arrival, as I traveled across 
Germany to shop the famed 
Christmas Markets, a trip that has been on my bucket list for 
years.  

The experiences I'm going to tell you about happened a week 
before Christmas in four quaint medieval towns of Southern 
Germany, alive with Christmas Markets, holiday cheer, and 
lots of crowds. It was the way the world was before suddenly it 
wasn't. At the time, travelers, myself included, were blissfully 
unaware of the potential health hazards crowds could pose, as 
the pandemic made its stealth march from China throughout 
the world.

I hope we can get back to that way of traveling, unafraid of 
human contact, social interaction, and hands-on curiosity.  Such 
experiences are at the heart of Germany's Christmas Markets, 

a gathering of shared humanity 
and a celebration of local crafts, 
cuisine, and culture.

In a tribute to better times, I 
want to share with you my pre-
pandemic experiences of culture 
and creativity during the holiday 
season in Southern Germany, off 
the beaten path of main tourist 
destinations.

I start in the city of Tübingen, in 
the state of Baden-Württemberg, 
intellectually, and culturally rooted 
around a university founded 
in 1477. Tübingen is one of 
Germany's oldest towns with well 
preserved medieval architecture, a 
rare find in a country where many 
of its cities suffered substantial 
damage from air raids during 
World War Two. Tübingen 

escaped the war with barely a scratch to become a thriving center 
of academia, science, and literature.  

I visit Tübingen a week before Christmas to shop its market, a 
treasure trove of local handcrafts embodying the heritage of the 
surrounding Swabian Alps. The scents of roasted sugared nuts, 
sizzling red sausages, and spicy scents of German mulled wine 
mingle with the sounds of caroling, children's laughter, and 
conversations in German and Swabian, a local dialect initially 
spoken by the region's weavers.  Twinkling lights drape the stalls 
and dangle from the trees as I shop for the region's specialties. 
The region is a former center for German textiles, and many local 
craftspeople are skilled at sewing and knitting. I'm shopping for 
intricate needlework and felt ornaments and objects, and hand-
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carved wooden decorations crafted of timber from the 
nearby Black Forest. 

Colorful half-timbered houses in Alemannic timber-
framed construction, alongside medieval buildings, 
line the streets like scenes out of a storybook. Most of 
the Tübingen houses were half-timbered constructions 
framed with wood from the Black Forest and filled in 
with straw mortar until 1820, when the architecture 
fell out of favor. People began plastering over the walls 
and painting them bright colors.  

The next morning I wake up for a stroll along the 
Neckar River along Plane Tree avenue as the fog lifts. 
I can see the remains of the city's medieval wall that 
once encircled residents with five gates torn down in 
1820 to let in more light and fresh air.  I stop to admire 
Tübingen University's first structure, the pink Burse 
Building, which bears the motto of its founder carved 
on a wooden column inside: "I dare it," a testament 
to Earl Eberhardt, a ruler of lower heritage. He defied 
prevailing conventions to found the University when 
most higher learning institutions were run by clerical 
institutions to educate the aristocracy.  The University is 
spread throughout the city and houses a museum inside 
Hohentübingen Castle (Tubingen Castle) known for 
its UNESCO World Heritage ice age figurines dating 
back 40 thousand years. These carved ivory objects were 
discovered in 1931 in Vogelherd Cave in the Swabian 
Alps. Many figurines bear the polished patina of 
human touch because they were worn around the neck 
attached by a leather string as amulets. Next, I head to 
the basement to see the world's oldest remaining giant 
wine barrel that ranks in the Guinness Book of World 
Records. The original invoice for its construction dates 
back to 1549. The barrel is on view after 2 pm while 
bats sleep in the cellar.  

That evening, I gather with crowds in Market Square, 
under the Tübingen town hall astronomical clock, to sing 
Christmas carols by candlelight. It was a magical moment 
of humanity at its best— people smiling, singing, 
hugging, and laughing in the spirit of the holiday. 

Next, I travel to Freiburg, also in the state of Baden-
Württemberg, to explore its cultural and artistic ties to 
the Black Forest. Freiburg, founded in 1120, resides at 
a cultural crossroads, sharing its borders with France 
and Switzerland and is celebrating its 900th anniversary 
this year. 

Augsburg Christmas Market

Augsburg, Germany

Freiburg Christmas Market 



This southernmost city in the upper Rhine Valley has a distinctly 
European character influenced by its neighbors and 450 years of 
Austrian rule under the House of Hapsburg. 

Freiburg's Christmas Market centers around town hall square 
and runs from November 23rd to December 23rd. I'm shopping 
for locally made objects, including blown glass ornaments, a skill 
dating back to artisans from the Black Forest during the Middle 
Ages. Other local crafts include wood carved decorations, 
beeswax candles, hand-stitched felt items, and handwoven straw 
shoes, known as Witches Shoes, part of the regional costume 
with their signature felt pomp pomps and leather-lined soles.  
Clay cookie molds are also popular products that sell out fast. 
Locals buy them to make Springeller cookies by pressing the 
dough into the mold and letting it harden for 12 hours before 
baking.   

Freiburg's source of civic pride is its 12th-century system of 
canals, known as Bachles flowing through the medieval core of 
the city, along the Old Town's streets from the Dreisam River. 
Legend has it that if you step on a Bachle by accident, you will 
marry a Freiburgian. Along the canals, vendors sell colorful 

wooden boats that local children float in the Bachles.  

After a day of shopping, I head to the Freiburg Cathedral, a 
Gothic architectural masterpiece under construction for 300 
years and decorated with pillars, figures, balustrades, and finials 
carved in red sandstone. Carved wooden statues surround the 
entrance telling the stories of saints and sinners. This narrative of 
Christain beliefs continues inside etched in towering stained glass 
windows crafted by Black Forest glassmakers and sponsored by 
local trade guilds, including the blacksmiths, tailors, and bakers. 
In medieval times, these stained glass windows served as a visual 
primer for churchgoers who couldn't read nor understand the 
Latin mass. Freiburg has more than 500 stained glass windows, 
the most extensive collection in the German-speaking world. It 
is a remarkable feat considering the city was nearly decimated 
during a World War Two air raid, November 27th, 1944. In 
advance of the bombings, Frieburgians removed the cathedral 
stained glass windows and hid them in the basement of the 
eastern tower.  Outside the cathedral, a Farmer's market opens 
six days a week bustles with vendors selling regional produce 
ingredients, food, and handicrafts. The Farmer's Market marks 
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the birth of Freiburg 900 years ago when the city obtained 
market rights.  

Next, I head to the Museum of Modern art to view its 20th and 
21st-century art collection. The museum resides in a former nuns 
convent and girls school.  Inside, I'm moved to tears by a room 
with black outlines on the walls marking missing masterpieces 
pillaged by the Nazis during World War Two.   My guide explains 
that the museum wanted to display what were the consequences 
of the war on German culture.  The Nazis confiscated half of its 
art collection, and the black outlines trace those paintings lost 
to history, either in the hands of private collectors or destroyed 
during wartime.  

I end my cultural exploration 
at the Augustiner museum, a 
former monastery church that 
houses a renowned collection 
of art ranging from the Middle 
Ages through the 19th century. 
We enter the hall of statutes, 
lined above with gargoyles, 
which my guide tells me 
frequently appeared in Gothic 
churches because they were 
believed to ward off evil.  Each 
room showcases the sacred 
art of a specific region with 
the exception of four rooms 
housing one of Germany's 
most important medieval 
stained glass collections. 

My next stop is Augsburg, 
Germany nicknamed the 
German Renaissance city for its cultural roots as home to 
famous painters, sculptors, musicians, and architects. The 
Roman Emperor Augustus founded Augsburg in 15 B.C. Under 
the rule, it grew to become a prosperous textile production and 
trading center.

The city owes its once-thriving textile industry to its fortuitous 
location along 60 miles of canals that could easily transport the 
materials and two rivers that powered the mills. To learn more 
about Augsburg's textile heritage, I visited the State Museum of 
Textiles and Textile Industry, located in a former textile factory 
that operated from 1836 to 2004. At its peak, Augsburg had 25 
operational textile mills from the mid 19th century to the early 
20th century. The museum houses a collection of textile looms, 
the oldest dating back to 1880. Most of the weaving machines 

still work and are operated by a Master of the Looms employed 
by the museum to give demonstrations and make textile 
souvenirs for the museum store.  I watch as he operates the 
Jacquard loom, fascinated by the machinations of its complex 
grid of strings and punch cards that work in unison to create 
elaborate floral patterns. 

That evening, I shop Augusburg's Christmas Markets for its 
regional foods, and handicrafts exploring the links between 
culture and creativity that give the city its authentic personality. 
One product all German Christmas Markets have in common 
is the hot spiced wine, known as Gluweihn, although the 
taste and recipe vary from region to region. The Augsburg 

Christmas Market is known for 
another treat, a cake called 
Baumkuken baked with 
alcohol and served in paper 
cones. I sip wine and snack on 
cake while browsing the many 
booths selling embroidered 
items, including Christmas 
ornaments, placemats, 
tablecloths, and textile products 
crafted of felt and wool.

Although Augsburg suffered 
massive damage during a 
World War Two air raid in 
February of 1944, the city 
has retained several of its 
architectural jewels. The city's 
notable landmarks include its 
UNESCO World Heritage 
Water Tower built in the 
16th century, and its German 

Renaissance and Rococo style architecture lining the city's 
main thoroughfare, Maximilian Avenue. At one end stand two 
churches side by side named Ulrich and Afra. The larger onion-
domed church is Roman Catholic; the other is Lutheran, a 
duality that resulted from the Peace of Augsburg concluded in 
1555 between Catholics and Protestants.

I end my ten-day tour of Germany in Regensburg,  a UNESCO 
World Heritage site and one of the country's best-preserved 
medieval cities. Almost 1,000 monuments are located closely 
together in the city center, known as The Old Town. The 
town resides on the Danube River banks and served as a major 
European trading center during the Middle Ages. From the 
11th to 13th centuries, Regensburg was the center of the Holy 
Roman Empire, which shaped its architectural character. 
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During December, Regensburg hosts four Christmas 
Markets, including the Romantic Christmas Market, 
chosen as one of the ten most beautiful Christmas 
Markets in the world.  The Romantic Christmas 
Market occurs on the grounds of The Thurn and 
Taxis Palace, owned by the founder of the first large-
scale postal service in Europe in the 15th century.  
At night, the scene comes alive with crowds drinking 
mulled wine and browsing the wooden chalets 
draped in white lights and garland. I shop for several 
regional handicrafts, including blown glass objects, 
carved wooden smoker men incense burners, and 
candlelight powered wooden Christmas windmill 
towers. Each night, crowds gather in the palace 
courtyard to wait for the Christmas Angel to appear 
on the balcony above bestowing blessings and 
holiday greetings. 

Outside the Christmas Markets, I venture into 
several of Regenburg's many artisan stores, including 
Hutmaker "Konig" Europe's famed master 
hatmaker, Cafe Prinzess, the royal chocolatier, and 
the Handlmaier Mustard Shop, local producers of a 
world-renown condiment for more than 100 years. 

I end my visit to Regensburg with a soul-stirring 
experience as I attend Sunday mass at St. Peter's 
Cathedral to hear the world-famous boys choir in 
existence for 1000 years. They are known as the 
Cathedral Sparrows, and they sing each Sunday at 
10 am accompanied by the world's largest hanging 
organ.

Before I fly out, I shop one more Christmas Market 
at the Munich Airport, held in the terminal in the 
airport center, Germany's largest open-air roofed 
forum. If you travel to Germany during the holiday 
season and don't have a chance to experience the 
Christmas markets, the Munich airport is a great 
introduction. The Munich Airport Christmas Market 
is the first to open, and the last to close in Germany, 
running through December 29th. It features 40 
stalls selling handicrafts and regional treats.  

Although it's hard to predict when travel restrictions 
will lift as the world grapples with how and when 
to open up tourism, you can explore Germany via 
virtual experiences. The German National Tourist 
Office launched a Discover Germany From Home 
Campaign at https://www.germany.travel/en/.
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