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Seventy-five miles southeast of Berlin is a

historic fairy tale land of 14th-century hamlets connected by a maze of sleepy

canals, locks and creeks. A favored peaceful refuge from the hustle and bustle of

Germany's capital city, the Spreewald is also a land where the pickle is king. 

This breathtakingly beautiful riparian region is the source of Berlin's main river, the

Spree. Located in Brandenburg, the Spreewald was trapped behind the Iron Curtain

during the Cold War and saw little development over the years. Thus, like much of

the former East Germany, the architectural splendor and beauty of the region has

been frozen in time. 
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Some of the varieties of pickles produced in the Spreewald.  (Michaela Urban/Special Contributor)

Ancient pickle history

However, the Spreewald's biggest claim to fame is not its bucolic beauty but the

German pickle. In fact, it's the unofficial birthplace of this crispy treat. Ancient

cucumber seeds found here date back to the eighth century. As legend has it, Dutch

settlers started "pickling" cucumbers in the 16th century to produce a portable food

that would last throughout the bleak, long, German winters. Today, the farmers in

the Spreewald harvest more than 40,000 tons of cucumbers each year, accounting for

50 percent of pickle sales in Germany. 



The water, soil and centuries of experimenting with different herbs and spices are

what make Spreewald pickles so special. Spreewald's three most popular varieties

are the salty Sauer Gurken (lacto-fermented in brine and fresh dill), the Senfgurken

(made with mustard seeds, sugar and vinegar), and the Gewürzgurken (made with

assorted spices, sugar and vinegar). 

Kayaking on one of the tributaries in the Spreewald.  (Michaela Urban/Special Contributor)

Explore by kayak

The best way to explore Spreewald is to rent a canoe or kayak and explore the

endless maze of canals and creeks that snake their way through town and forest. A

designated UNESCO biosphere reserve, the Spreewald has more than 200 small



interconnecting waterways (totaling 80 miles) that stretch out like a spider web

connecting the main town of Lübben with the smaller villages of Lehde, Schlepzig,

Burg and Lübbenau. 
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Towering trees and tangled roots line the riverbank as you glide under rustic,

wooden footbridges and sleepy fishing villages. If you don't feel adventurous enough

to head out alone, you can also take a guided tour in a traditional punt. 

There are numerous ancient, hand-operated locks that connect the Spreewald's

intricate network of canals and streams. They can be a bit tricky to operate the first

time, but once you get the hang of it, it's pretty easy. If you're lucky, a local kid will

help you out for a little pocket change. Make sure you have a "Schleusengroschen"

(lock tip) with you (between 50 cents and a euro).



Biking past a traditional farmhouse in the Spreewald.  (Michaela Urban/Special Contributor)

If you are not up for paddling, Spreewald is also a popular destination for bicyclists.

The region has hundreds of miles of designated bike lanes and lazy country roads

that will take you everywhere you need to go. There is even a designated Gherkin

Bike Trail that takes you along a 160-mile pickle path. 

You can rent bikes in either one of the local villages or in Berlin (the Deutsche Bahn

will let you bring it on the train from Berlin for a small additional fee). 



A delicious wheat beer served at the Seinerzeit brewery.  (Michaela Urban/Special Contributor)

Eating and drinking

In addition to pickles, Spreewald has plenty of great restaurants and beer gardens.

One of my favorites is the brewery, restaurant and hotel Seinerzeit, which has some

of the region's best local beer. They also serve some unique Spreewald delicacies,

such as Plinsen (sweet or hearty pancakes) and linseed oil. 

Like pickles, linseed oil has been a major part of the local diet for centuries. This

nutritious, nutty oil is typically served with a kind of sweet sour cream, various types



Cream cheese and

linseed oil served with

onion and pickles at the

Seinerzeit brewery. 

(Michaela Urban/Special
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of onions, parsley potatoes and (of course) pickles. Those

venturing out by bike should stop at the working windmill in

Straupitz, which is Europe's last producing windmill that

incorporates three mills: a flour mill, a linseed oil mill and a

sawmill. 

If you're visiting Berlin and need a break from the noise and

tangle of tourists, hop on a train to Spreewald. It's not only a

magical voyage back in time, but it's a great place to sample

some of Germany's unique foods.

Eric Vohr and Michaela Urban regularly write about their eco-travel and outdoor

adventures on their website travelintense.com.




