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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE
- Eleanor Sissell -

We had a wonderful Oktoberfest dinner last 
month. There was a good turnout of members, 
some AHSGR and some GRHS. The GRHS 
members decided to become members of 
AHSGR. There are possibly some negotiations 
from GRHS Headquarters, but as for now, they 
will become AHSGR members.

We will present nominations for board positions 
and committee Directors at the December 9th 
meeting. 

We owe a GREAT BIG “Thank You to Lillie 
Coad for cooking the Turkey, dressing and gravy 
for the Oktoberfest. Thank you for all of you who
brought delicious foods you members brought 
also.

Membership Chapters dues for 2019 will be 
$15.00.

Congratulations to Bruce Schweigerdt and Donna
Costa for being our first members to renew for 
the year 2019.

I wish you all a Happy Thanksgiving and a very 
Merry Christmas.

Christmas Social

♪  ♫  Music & Good Times  ♫  ♪
Games & Silent Auction

Plenty of Food!

Sunday, December 9, 2018

1:00 pm to 5:00 pm

$5.00 per person

American River Community
Church

3300 Walnut Avenue
Carmichael, CA

*** Christmas Events ***
“Ten Beloved German Christmas

Traditions”

Christmas Jokes
by Lee Macklin

***  Please RSVP & Regrets  ***
Call Sissell’s 916/833-4804

or E-mail asissell@gmail.com

Bring another German from Russia
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♫ HAPPY BIRTHDAY ♫
Sacramento Valley Chapter Members

Penny Beingessner November 4
Carol Ann Taylor November 9
Norman Linebaugh November 16
Raymond Betz November 21
Lillie K. Coad November 24
Deanne K. Ellsworth December 8
Sharen S. Denham December 9
Erwin A. Eichhorn December 16
Jacqueline Morrow December 24
Alton Sissell December 26
Roxanne E. Spizzirri December 27

[If your Birthday announcement was missed, please 
contact Alton Sissell at 916/833-4804 - or – e-mail
 to asissell@gmail.com to update your member record]

Elections of Officers for 2019

The chapter will be nominating and elect the 
Officers and Directors to serve in 2019.

Elected Positions Candidates
President Eleanor Sissell
1st Vice President Lee Macklin
2nd Vice President Cindi Jones
Secretary Freddie Nezbeth

and Linda Boehm
Treasurer Deanne Ellsworth

Appointed Directors Candidates
Hospitality Lillie Coad

and Roxanne Spizzirri
Newsletter Alton Sissell

and Lee Macklin
Genealogy Linda Anderson
Library Eleanor Sissell
Historian John Kreutzer
Ways and Means Vacant
Sunshine Roxanne Spizzirri
Publicity Vacant

We are in great need to fill the vacant 
positions of Ways and Means, also Publicity.

If you have experience in these two 

The duties of the Ways and Means 
Director are:

Initiate and manage projects to augment 
chapter funds, with approval  of the Board.  
Make recommendations to the Board and 
lead fund rising events.

The duties of the Public Affairs Director 
are:

1) Publicize the purposes and activities of 
this Chapter through all appropriate and 
available media.

2) Announce and promote appropriate 
workshops, programs, and events to 
audiences external to the Chapter.

3) Report Chapter activities to 
AHSGR/GRHS for inclusionin their 
newsletters.

 4)Assist inn the placement of books and 
pamphlets related to our heritage in 
libraries, schools, colleges, universities, and 
othe venues. 

We have a very full schedules of events 
planned for 2019 and the success of the 
events will require support of all of the Board
members and Directors.

We plan on outreaching to the community-
at-large  to support the goals of AHSGR.
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Title:  My German Christmas Memories
Author: Lee Macklin
Timeframe: 1940s – 1950s
Location:  Paola, Kansas

Main Characters: Grandma Ernestine Bertha 
Widiger/Rentz/Frey, aunts, uncles, siblings, and 
cousins

I was born (in a Nursing Home) March 20, 1947 
in Paola, Kansas - a town of about 4,000 just 
South of Olathe, KS. I grew up with three older 
sisters and was fortunate to also have many 
aunts, uncles, and cousins nearby.  My 
Grandmother, Ernestine Bertha Widiger 
(“Bertha”), was born May 27, 1878 in Colony 
Alexandria, Zhitomir, Volhynia, Russia. She 
married my grandfather, Heinrich “Henry” Rentz
October 20, 1899 in Volhynia and they had two 
children, my Aunt Eda (b:1900) and Uncle 
Reinhold (b:1903). It was around this time when 
the Russians started treating the German 
immigrants very badly, so those that could got 
out while they could. My grandparents with their 
two little children immigrated to the United 

States in 1905 and settled in a little town in far 
northern Minnesota called Kerrick. 

My great-grandparents preceded them and 
bought up enough land so other relatives who 
immigrated after them would have a piece of 
land to start their life in America. Two  more 
children were born in 1905 and 1908 Note, my 
grandmother was six months pregnant on the 
steamship when they immigrated. 

*****
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In  1909, my
Grandfather Henry
Rentz and five other
family members
died in a sawmill
accident.  My
grandmother was
several months
pregnant with my
mother, Freda who
was born in 1910.
About two years
later my
Grandmother
married Johannes
“John” Frey, also a German immigrant. They had 
three additional children, my uncle Arthur and 
Aunts Erna and Adeline (she died after only six 

weeks due to Whooping Cough). Eventually, the 
family of nine migrated to Missouri, then settled 
in Kansas.

Her second husband, John Frey died in 1933 and 
she never remarried.   However, she did move in 
with her youngest son Arthur who only lived a 
block from my house. My Uncle Arthur and Aunt
Erna were musicians - especially Arthur who had

mastered at least 6 different instruments 
including guitar, fiddle, banjo, and accordion. 
Several of my other aunts and uncles could play 
piano and Erna was accomplished on guitar, 
banjo, and ukulele. And a few could actually sing

- some in German!!All of my sisters and I went
to the local Lutheran School for 8 years then 
onto a public high school. 
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Each year on Christmas Eve the children put on a
Christmas Play at the church. This was a much 
anticipated event and we practiced for weeks in 
advance. Most kids really looked forward to the 
play, but some were a little shy. But the real 
reason we kids were so excited was after the 
applause’s and standing ovations, we were 
allowed to run down the aisle to the church’s 
large entrance area. There, all the ushers were 
waiting to hand out brown paper bags containing 
an orange, popcorn, nuts, some candy and a 
special pencil with a ring on one end so we could
hang it on our tree at home. 

 Then, all of my aunts, uncles, cousins, and 
siblings would go to “Grandma Bertha's” house, 
gather around the old saloon style upright piano 
and sing Christmas carols.
 
First, Grandma and some of my aunts and uncles 
sang the songs in German. Then, my siblings and
I and our cousins sang them in English. In 
between songs there was plenty of hot chocolate 
and Christmas cookies to go around. 

Of course, the other folks were sipping on 

something a little stronger in their coffee mugs 
but we children were having so much fun we 
didn’t notice!  The little boy on the right in these 

pictures decked out in his Christmas sweater is 
Lee. 

The sad thing is Grandma Bertha died in 1958 
and we never sang songs around the the piano on 
Christmas Eve again. But, I will always have 
fond memories of these early days where 
everyone came together to celebrate!!

*****
Volga German Christmas Custom Stories:

Christmas was an eventful time of the year. 
During the celebration was the appearance of two
individuals - the Kriskind, and the Belznikel.
The Kriskind (Christ Child) was portrayed by a 
small woman in white gown and veil. She would 
give treats to the good children, who were mostly
girls. To show obedience they would kiss a 
switch the Kriskind carried.
The name Belznikel is in two parts. Belz 
(actually spelled Pelz) is a pelt or fur coat and 
nikel is a nasty person. This unsavory person, 
using a switch would punish the boys who had 
misbehaved during the year. Sometimes he 
would also put them in a large sack and drag 
them away. Whenever a boy was being bad, he 
was warned - "Der Belznikel kommt" (the 
Belznikel is coming)
.
This disciplinary custom is hard to understand 
today.  When and how did these two characters 
come about? It started with St. Nicholas. We 
learned about him being in Holland where he 
delivered gifts to the good children. He was 
portrayed as a tall gentleman in elegant robes and
riding a white steed. He had a demon -like helper
who would put coal in the bad children's wooden 
shoes. When the Dutch settled New Amsterdam 
they brought St. Nicholas. The Dutch name for 
him was "Sint Nikolaas" which the English 
colonists found difficult to pronounce. Hence it 
got evolved to "Santa Claus". With the help of a 
poet and a cartoonist we know him as being 
rotund in a fur-trimmed suit - without a nasty 
helper.

Let's go back many centuries. St. Nicholas was 
born in Asia Minor [modern day Turkey] in the 

Page 5                                                      American Historical Society of Germans from Russia – International



Sacramento Valley Chapter                                                                                      November/December 2018

300s AD. As a boy, he was a very kind person 
helping and giving gifts to needy people. Legend 
has it that even as a boy he became a bishop 
performing miracles, which was the source of 
some traditions. He died on December 6th, which
became St. Nicholas Feast Day and time for gift 
giving. By the Middle Ages this had spread all 
over Europe. He was recognized as the patron 
saint of children, mariners, wayward women and 
even thieves. Legends of him attributed to this 
variety of persons.

As in Holland, St. Nicholas had a demonic 
assistant in Germany. Throughout the country he 
took several names based on semi-pagan rituals. 
There was Knecht Ruprecht, Ru Klaus (Rough 
Nicholas), Aschenklas (Ash Nicholas), and 
Pelznikel (Furry Nicholas).
Here is another interpretation of the name 
Pelznikel. The word nikel is a contraction of 
Nicholas.
It was during the Reformation in the 1500s, that 
St. Nicholas was banned in parts of Germany. 
Martin Luther believed that St. Nicholas did not 
represent the true celebration in the birth of 
Jesus. It was probably at this time that gift giving
on December 6 was changed to December 25. St.
Nicholas was replaced by another person called 
Kriskind based on Germanic folklore. The 
children were taught that the Kriskind was not 
actually Jesus himself but a messenger from him.
This person was an angelic-like figure in robes 
with a crown and wings. On Christmas Eve a 
burning candle was put in a window of the 
homes to light up the street as the Kriskind 
entered the town.

Dating to 300 AD, there was Saint Lucy who was
the patron saint of light. This could have been the
origin of the Kriskind.  The Belznikel was not 
caught up in Martin Luther's reform and had 
survived. He would accompany the Kriskind as 
he had with St. Nicholas.  It was these two 
characters that were perpetuated in the German 
colonies in Russia.

The folklore of the Christmas legends and 
traditions are based on fact and fiction. The 
activities varied in not only in the different 

countries but also in the countries themselves. St.
Nicholas Eve is still observed in some Fruit 
Cake that had been baked in November as we
all sat around the 'big' dining table and 
enjoyed just being together. As the 
grandchildren appeared and increased soon 
we sp read into the kitchen as we all could no
longer sit at the 'big' table together. 

 After our parents died I started a very special
tradition for our own family. We have a 
fondue on Christmas Eve. Last year one of 
my sons asked "Why is it we only have a 
fondue once a year when we enjoy it so 
much?" We all laughed wondering why and 
someone said - "Because it's a lot of work to 
prepare for it!" and another said "Because it's
always been just for Christmas European 
countries, especially in Holland. Belznikel and 
Kriskind migrated to Russia and finally to 
America. However, they did not survive for very 
long in this country. It was St. Nicholas who did 
and with a new name: Santa Claus.
Source: http://cvgs.cu-portland.edu/history/
customs/Christmas.cfm
 

******
Christmas and German Russian Family 
Traditions by  Martha Wojtowicz

This made me think of what I remembered of 
past Christmases when my parents were alive.  I 
come from a large family with four brothers, one 
half-brother, three sisters and two half-sisters and
I was the second youngest and so by the time I 
was a teenager and when I got married a few 
years later most of them had left home. So a lot 
of the early family traditions seemed to have 
disappeared by the time I had grown up. 

The one thing I did remember was that Christmas
was 'special'. All my brothers and sisters and 
their families came HOME on Christmas Eve as 
my Dad felt that the married ones would want to 
be together or celebrate with the 'other' side of 
the family on Christmas Day. So on Christmas 
Eve my Mom roasted the turkey and the 
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daughters and daughters-in-law prepared and 
brought other foods. After the meal then the 
cards would be brought out and we played 
"Smear".

One tradition I also remember was that a couple 
of hours after dinner my Dad requested my Mom
to get out the nuts that had been mixed together 
(peanuts, pecans, hazelnuts, walnuts) and the 
Christmas candy (a wonderful mix of hard candy 
which included twisted-shapes and sizes and a 
wide range of flavours which I think is still 
available and called Christmas Candy). Mom 
also put out oranges and apples and some baking 
which included apple strudel and several 
varieties of cookies and of course, there was 
always the (missing word) and that's what makes 
it so very special for us!"
I would love to hear about the various traditions 
that our group of German-Russians have for 
celebrating Christmas. Do you have special 
food(s), special activities, family get-togethers, 
that are only unique to what was brought from 
Russia (Germany)? Did your traditions change 
and/or have you established your own customs 
now like I did? I love to hear about things that 
are of German-Russian origin & their traditions. 
Do any of you sing songs at Christmas time with 
all of your family together and do you sing them 
in German! 

Also it would be fun to know how many of our 
people speak German. I don't, as German was no 
longer spoken when I was growing up.  So, how 
about it. Do you have traditions you would like 
to share with us all? I'd love to hear them!  Merry
Christmas to you all and may you be blessed 
with Health, Happiness and Hope in the New 
Year!  

******

Favorite Christmas Memories
by Alton Sissell

In June 1966 I was assigned to Webb Air Force Base, 
Big Spring, Texas, for Pilot Training.  About mid-
December, I realized that this would be the first 
Christmas that my three children, would have 
Christmas without Santa Claus coming to our home.  

I saw a news article in the local newspaper about 
Santa scheduling a visit to a local orphanage.  I called
the orphanage to ask the neme of Santa’s helper.  I 
called the helper and asked if he could come to our 
home Christmas Eve.

He said, “Yes”, but I needed to find a suit big enough 
for him.  He said, “ I am 6 feet 4 inches tall and have 
a 52 inch waist line.”  I asked where did he find the 
Santa Suit to wear at the orphanage and he responded 
that he borrowed it from the local Montgomery Ward 
store.

That was no problem for me because the Assistant 
Manager of Wards lived next door.  I went to his 
home and asked him what he did with the Santa Suit 
after the Wards store closed Christmas Eve.  He said, 
“I send it to the cleaners, and box it up until next 
year.”  I asked if I could borrow it for Santa to come 
to our home.  

He said, “Of course”.  I told him I would  return the 
suit after it was cleaned.  I asked another student 
pilot, his wife and two children to come and spend 
Christmas Eve with us, as Santa was coming to our 
home.

Santa arrived at our home and completely filled up 
our doorway.  Gifts were passed out to the 5 children,
ages 2 to 5.  Joy filled our home and the Christmas 
Spirit filled our hearts.

When I went to pick up the Santa suit, the Santa 
helper would not accept any money for his service.  
He said, “There has not been any Christmas Joy this 
year, until I came to your home.”  When I saw the joy
and wonder in those children’s faces, I was overcome
with the Christmas Spirit.  You see, my son was 
killed in Vietnam this year.”  

You never know what joy you can bring during the 
Christmas sseason when you reach out to help anothr 
person.  I felt privileged to bring joy into Santa’s 
helper home that year.

2018 SVC of Germans from Russia
CHRISTMAS  Menu
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Sunday, December 9, 2018
1:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m

Please choose an item to bring to the Fest, or contribute a $5 donation when you arrive.  

Please inform the Sissell’s of your selection: (916) 833-4804 or e-Mail:
Eleanor esissell@gmail.com or Alton asissell@gmail.com  

Also, copy Lillie Coad lkcoad@att.net

Number of People: 
Name:  
Phone Number:
Email:

Main Course Item: Ham and Yams will be provided by the Chapter

Side dishes needed:
 
2 Scalloped Potatoes: _______________________________________________________

2 Sweet Potatoes:__________________________________________________

2Green Bean Casseroles:___________________________________________

2 Salads: _________________________________________________________

1 Vegetable tray: __________________________________________

1 Fruit tray: _______________________________________________

4 Deserts: ________________________________________________________

Bread, Rolls/Buns and Beverage will be provided by the Chapter

Please RSVP by Sunday December 2nd

Location: American River Community Church
3300 Walnut Ave, Carmichael CA 95608

(Corner of Walnut and North Avenue)
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