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Introduction

It gets very dark early now, at this time of the year. At the narrow spot of the Kappel Valley where my childhood home stands, the sun disappears behind the ridge just after lunch and sets around 5pm, unseen by us. The cold outside tries to creep in, and we children watch ice flowers grow on the panes of the kitchen window.

But our small kitchen is warm and cosy, heated by a wood-burning stove. The air in the valley and in our house is full of the scents of log fires, and soon there will be others mingling in: the scent of cinnamon, cloves, cardamom and of freshly baked biscuits will fill the air – it is Advent, the time to prepare for Christmas.

During my childhood, this period of preparation and anticipation was a rather intimate time. There were the occasional visits to Freiburg with its small, cosy Christmas market and snow-crystal streetlights, but due to the early onset of darkness, there was more time indoors – family time spent playing card games and board games, watching TV together and, of course, preparing food and baking.

Come with me to visit my memories of food and other activities that made Advent so special.

In our household, as in most German families, the most wonderful thing about the weeks leading up to Christmas was always the abundance of Christmas biscuits. Prepared throughout the Advent period, which begins on the Sunday closest to 30 November, these special biscuits are designed to keep well, and their flavours improve over time. Biscuits therefore play a particularly prominent role in this book, from chocolate pretzels that make perfect gifts to a Black Forest-style gingerbread farmhouse, complete with a balcony.

The dishes traditionally served on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day in Germany vary from region to region. My parents, however, were always a bit experimental in the kitchen at this time of year, when they had more time than usual to prepare the food we were going to eat, and they didn’t stick to tradition much. Our Christmas meals would instead be created from locally sourced ingredients, for example fish caught by my father, or some game that was offered to us by our family physician, an avid hunter. This is why the suggested holiday meals in this book are not strictly traditional German Christmas menus – rather, they reflect the customs of my own childhood home.

Intricately linked with my memories of the Christmas season are my memories of the other things that always made this time of year special, which range from getting ready for our town band’s annual Christmas concert to the TV programmes we watched every year without fail. The family preparations for Christmas usually started at the beginning of December, but for me the Christmas season, with its cold weather, long nights and special food, always began around 11 November, with the lantern processions held for St Martin’s Day, and ended on 6 January, with Epiphany, when the Christmas tree would be taken down.

I hope you enjoy my recipes and stories from this special time.
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The house I grew up in was typical of the kind you find in small Black Forest villages. Half the house was originally a barn, with space for some animals, but this traditional house had eventually been converted into four flats and was now occupied by three generations of the Ringwald family (my mother’s side).

Everyone enjoyed making biscuits during the time before Christmas. Close as the families were, I only remember making biscuits with my mother and brother, but of course we eventually got to sample everybody else’s. Each part of the family had their own way of doing things, and for that reason the process of making biscuits felt like something intimate, almost secretive – special time spent with the closest of relatives.

Many Germans follow this tradition during Advent. These biscuits keep well and are stored in tins until they are either served to visitors or given as Christmas gifts.
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Hazelnut Macaroons

Kokos-Makronen
Coconut Macaroons

Butter-Gebäck
Butter Biscuits

Bethmännchen
Little Bethmanns

Gefüllte Hörnchen
Swaddled Biscuits

Zimtsterne
Cinnamon Stars

Nuss-Kaffee-Plätzchen
Walnut and Coffee Biscuits

Linzer Weihnachtsplätzchen
Linzer Christmas Biscuits

Schwarz-Weiß-Gebäck
Black and White Biscuits

Anis-Plätzchen
Aniseed Biscuits

Spritzgebäck
Piped Biscuits

Rum-Kugeln
Rum Balls

Vanille-Gipfele
Vanilla Crescents

Pistazien-Plätzchen
Pistachio and Orange Biscuits

Hilda-Brötle

Schoko-Brezeln
Chocolate Pretzels

Marzipankartoffeln
Marzipan Potatoes

Feine Lebkuchen
Special Gingerbread

Gefüllte Lebkuchen-Herzen
Filled Gingerbread Hearts

Honig-Lebkuchen
Honey Gingerbread

Käseplätzchen
Cheese Biscuits

Springerle

Lebkuchenhaus
Gingerbread House



Haselnuß-Makronen
Hazelnut Macaroons

This is a delicious, gluten-free staple found on German coffee tables at Christmas. Although these are less sticky than the Coconut Macaroons, it’s still a good idea to bake them on traditional German baking wafers, known as Back Oblaten, or on a sheet of rice paper. You can cut the rice paper into small squares in advance, but it’s not strictly necessary as the paper will tear into roughly macaroon-shaped pieces when the baked biscuits are lifted off at the end. If you can’t get hold of rice paper, nonstick baking paper works well too.

MAKES ABOUT 35

2 egg whites

120g icing sugar

160g ground hazelnuts

¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon

about 35 whole hazelnuts, for decorating

Preheat the oven to 150°C fan/gas mark 2. Line 2 baking sheets with 35 Back Oblaten (round German baking wafers, 4cm in diameter), or 2 large sheets of rice paper, cut into small squares, or nonstick baking paper.

Whisk the egg whites into soft peaks in a big bowl. Add the icing sugar bit by bit, whisking as you do so, and continuing to whisk until each addition has dissolved completely. Fold in the ground hazelnuts and cinnamon.

Using 2 teaspoons or a piping bag fitted with a 1.5cm plain nozzle, place or pipe small mounds of the mixture onto your prepared sheets, setting them about 3cm apart. Push a whole hazelnut into the centre of each mound.

Bake for about 25 minutes, until the macaroons are just a little bit soft and chewy in the centre. Set aside to cool on a wire rack, then store in an airtight container, where they will keep for several weeks.
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Kokos-Makronen
Coconut Macaroons

These little mounds of tropical goodness were a favourite of my grandma Ida. On attending my first Passover service at my in-laws’ house, I found they were also popular in Jewish communities over this festival period because they are made without flour. Being very sticky, they are best made on German baking wafers or rice paper (see here).

MAKES ABOUT 40

2 egg whites

75g caster sugar

120g desiccated coconut

1 teaspoon lemon juice

zest of 1 lemon

dark chocolate, as required

Preheat the oven to 140°C fan/gas mark 3. Line 2 baking sheets with 40 Back Oblaten (round German baking wafers, 4cm in diameter), or 2 large sheets of rice paper, cut into small squares, or nonstick baking paper.

Whisk the egg whites into soft peaks in a big bowl. Add the caster sugar bit by bit, whisking as you do so, and continuing to whisk until each addition has dissolved completely. Fold in the desiccated coconut, then fold in the lemon juice and zest.

Using 2 teaspoons or a piping bag fitted with a 1.5cm plain nozzle, place or pipe small mounds of the mixture onto your prepared sheets, setting them about 3cm apart. If desired, you can wet your fingers and shape the macaroons into little mountains.

Bake for 25–30 minutes, until the tips of the mountains become a light golden colour. Set aside to cool completely on a wire rack.

Place the chocolate in a heatproof bowl and microwave on High in 10-second bursts, stirring after each burst, until it has the desired consistency. Alternatively, you can use a bain-marie: sit the bowl over a pan of simmering water – it must not actually touch the water – and stir as it melts. With both methods, the chocolate should not get warmer than 34ºC. Dip the macaroons into the bowl to coat them fully or partly, or drizzle the chocolate over them with a spoon.

These macaroons tend to absorb moisture from the air, so will keep in an airtight container for just about a week. However, they are likely to be eaten long before that.
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Butter-Gebäck
Butter Biscuits

As children, my brother and I particularly looked forward to making these biscuits, because there were no rules about how to shape and decorate them. I believe we made many Santas and Christmas trees over the years, and also some less recognisable shapes, sculpting the dough freehand with our small fingers! But we always made enough of the more usual types – biscuits glazed with egg yolk and sprinkled with sugar pearls, or drizzled with lemon icing or melted chocolate – to serve to visitors and give as presents.

MAKES 50–80, DEPENDING ON CUTTER SIZE

125g cold unsalted butter, cubed

125g caster sugar

1 tablespoon double cream

2 teaspoons almond liqueur or rum

zest of 1 lemon

1 pinch salt

250g plain flour, plus extra for dusting

1 egg yolk, beaten, to glaze

To decorate

sugar crystals, coloured if you like

sprinkles (check they won’t melt in the oven)

chocolate, as required

For the lemon glaze (optional)

100g icing sugar, sifted

lemon juice

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/gas mark 6. Line 2 baking sheets with baking paper.

Using an electric mixer, cream the butter and sugar together. Once combined, mix in the cream, liqueur, lemon zest and salt.

Mix in the flour until a smooth dough forms but take care not to overmix. You can use this dough immediately or cover with clingfilm and leave to rest in the fridge until needed, for up to three days.

To make the biscuits, roll out the dough on a floured surface until about 3mm thick. Using whatever size and shape of cutter you like, stamp out shapes and transfer them to the baking sheets.

For a simple glaze, brush with beaten egg yolk, then decorate as desired with sugar crystals or sprinkles that won’t melt in the oven. If you want to decorate your biscuits with melted chocolate or the lemon glaze, do not brush them with egg yolk first. Bake for 8–10 minutes, then transfer to a wire rack and set aside to cool.

If you would like your biscuits to have a lemon glaze, bake them first, as mentioned. Meanwhile, put the icing sugar into a bowl and stir in some lemon juice, adding small quantities at a time, until it is thick enough to brush onto the biscuits without running off. Apply the icing thinly, then decorate as you wish. Let the glaze dry before storing the biscuits.

If stored in an airtight container, these biscuits will keep well for several weeks.
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Bethmännchen
Little Bethmanns

These biscuits were probably invented in honour of the German Bethmann banking family in around 1830. ey are surprisingly simple to make, taste delicious and keep for a long time. To make this recipe gluten-free and vegan, swap the plain flour and egg for cornflour and egg replacer.

MAKES ABOUT 30

300g homemade Marzipan, or 200g ready-made marzipan (with 25 per cent almonds) plus 100g ground almonds

75g icing sugar

60g plain flour

1 egg

1 teaspoon almond extract

100g blanched almonds, split in half

1 egg yolk, beaten

Break the marzipan into small pieces and place in a bowl. Add the extra ground almonds if using ready-made marzipan, then add the sugar, flour, whole egg and almond extract. Stir to combine, then knead until a smooth ball forms. Wrap the dough in clingfilm and leave to rest in the fridge for about 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 160°C fan/gas mark 4. Line a baking sheet with baking paper.

Divide the dough into walnut-sized pieces. Roll each piece into a ball and place it on the prepared sheet. Decorate each piece with 3 equally spaced almonds, pointed ends towards the middle. Brush with beaten egg yolk to glaze.

Bake for 15–20 minutes, until the tops are golden in colour. Set aside to cool, then store in an airtight container, where they will keep for about 3 weeks.



St Nicholas Day

In Germany, as in much of Western Europe, 6 December is dedicated to the memory of Bishop Nicholas of Myra, the patron saint of sailors, merchants and children, who died on this day nearly 1,800 years ago. (Sources are precise about the day, less so about the year.) Over the centuries, tales of his generosity led to St Nicholas being associated with gift-giving, and so the tradition developed that he comes to people’s houses on 6 December, asks the children if they have been well-behaved and brings them some gifts.

After the Reformation, some Protestant scholars thought that St Nicholas was getting too much attention and the gift-giving was shifted from 6 December to Christmas, with the Christkind, or Christ Child, becoming the bringer of gifts. But many children still receive small gifts on St Nicholas Day in Germany, as well as in the Netherlands and Belgium, where the gift-giver is known as Sinterklaas – a name that may sound familiar to English speakers.

In many places, St Nicholas arrives dressed as a bishop, carrying a staff. He is usually accompanied by a scary helper or two – characters that probably date back to pre-Christian times. In our town, his helper was Knecht Ruprecht, a frightening-looking man who carried a sack full of gifts for the well-behaved children, but also birch canes with which to threaten those who had been naughty.

When I was a boy, the arrival of these characters was met with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. We children were looking forward to getting gifts – mostly sweets and oranges – but there was also the slightly uncomfortable prospect of what St Nicholas might find written in his big golden book, which was filled with all the details of things we’d done throughout the year. If we had been naughty, there was the threat of Knecht Ruprecht and his canes… although he never actually used them on any children. In fact, on closer examination, they had little bundles of chocolates tied to the ends. (The canes were available for sale at the shop next door!)

As I got older, I realized that St Nicholas and Knecht Ruprecht were just students who had been hired to dress up and play the part. My mother likes to tell the story about how she learned the truth about St Nicholas when she was little. One year on 6 December, there was a knock on the door and in came St Nicholas and Knecht Ruprecht. Her older sister, my aunt Olga, must have noticed something about their outfits. She went to a window from which she could see the shed behind the house and shouted, ‘They’re fake! Ruprecht is wearing the old coat and boots that have been in the shed for ages!’

[image: A greyscale polaroid of a person standing next to a man dressed as St. Nicholas, who’s wearing a two-pointed hat and holds a book in his hands.]
My great-grandmother, ‘Oma Berta’, with St Nicholas consulting his book.



Gefüllte Hörnchen
Swaddled Biscuits

Here, pieces of nut paste are swaddled in biscuit dough – an easy variation on Butter Biscuits but with a very different look and taste. In this case they are also decorated with icing, which can be flavoured and coloured as you wish.

MAKES 30

100g homemade Marzipan (or use ready-made), or Pistachio Paste

2 teaspoons almond liqueur

icing sugar, if needed

flour, for dusting

1 quantity rested Butter Biscuit dough

1 egg, beaten, for egg wash

For the icing

icing sugar

water, lemon juice or liqueur of your choice

food colourings (optional)

Knead the marzipan or nut paste to soften it, then knead in the almond liqueur. If the marzipan gets very soft, add a bit of icing sugar. The consistency should be pliable, not sticky.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/gas mark 6. Line 2 baking sheets with baking paper.

Divide the marzipan into 30 cherry-sized pieces and roll each one into a bean shape.

Lightly flour a work surface and roll out the butter biscuit dough until about 3mm thick. Cut into 30 squares of 4 x 4cm.

Place a marzipan bean diagonally at the centre of each square. Pull one corner of the square over the long side of the marzipan bean, then pull over the opposite corner and stick it down with egg wash. Do this with all the squares.

Place the biscuits on the prepared sheets, spacing them about 2cm apart, and bake for 8–10 minutes. Set aside to cool.

Once cool, make a slightly runny icing by mixing icing sugar with a small amount of water, lemon juice or liqueur of your choice. If you wish, portions of the icing can be placed in separate bowls and coloured with food colouring. Apply the icing to the corners last pulled over, this should result in an iced triangle.

The flavour of these biscuits improves over time, and they will keep in an airtight container for several weeks.
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Zimtsterne
Cinnamon Stars

Very easy to make, and a staple in every German household around Christmas
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Nuss-Kaffee-Plätzchen
Walnut and Coffee Biscuits
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Linzer Weihnachtsplätzchen
Linzer Christmas Biscuits
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Schwarz-Weiß-Gebäck
Black and White Biscuits
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Anis-Plätzchen
Aniseed Biscuits















Spritzgebäck
Piped Biscuits





























[image: Spritzgebäck Piped Biscuits]


Rum-Kugeln
Rum Balls
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Vanille-Gipfele
Vanilla Crescents
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Pistazien-Plätzchen
Pistachio and Orange Biscuits
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Hilda-Brötle
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Schoko-Brezeln
Chocolate Pretzels
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Marzipankartoffeln
Marzipan Potatoes
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Feine Lebkuchen
Special Gingerbread
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Gefüllte Lebkuchen-Herzen
Filled Gingerbread Hearts
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Honig-Lebkuchen
Honey Gingerbread
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Käseplätzchen
Cheese Biscuits
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Springerle
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Lebkuchenhaus
Gingerbread House
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Advent as a musician
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