
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN {PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

bringer of gifts: der Gabenbringer, die Gabenbringer 
Nicholas: Nikolaus 

history of Nicholas: die Geschichte von Sankt Nikolaus 

ST. NICHOLAS WAS NO SANTA CLAUS 
December 6 is the holiday for St . Nicholas in Germany that celebrate~ 

the memory of the famous bishop who Jived in Myra in Asia Minor in 
the 4th century. St. Nicholas was no jolly St. Nick with reindeer. He was 
not fat, nor did he bring toys at Christmas. 

St. Nicholas, Bishop of Myra, was loved and honored for his generosity. 
According to the legend he b.rought back to life three students who had 
been murdered and robbed by their greedy host. In another legend, St 
Nicholas gives bags of gold to three poor sisters. The gold was thrown 
into the room at night through the chimney and landed in the stockings 
of the girls which had been hung near the fireplace so that they would 
dry over night. This explains the custom of hanging stockings around the 
fireplace in the hope of receiving gifts. 

Throughout the centuries, St. Nicholas has been venerated in many 
places as a patron saint. In 1969, however, the feast day was dropped 
from the calendar by the Catholic Church. It was felt then that there was 
not enough historical evidence to substantiate the existence of the saint 
The elimination of the church holiday, however, did not diminish the 
popularity of the feast among children. 

He ran into serious 
trouble in the 16th 
century, when Martin 
Luther tried to kill him. 
The stern reformer re
jected the veneration 
of saints in any form, and 
ordered his followers to stop 
honoring Nicholas. 

But Luther bit off more 
than he could chew. Though 
Protestants officially stopped 
welcoming the saint into their 
homes, from now on a myste
rious stranger who called him
self "Father Christmas," and 
otherwise acted and looked 
a lot like Saint Nick, visited 
them instead. 

He no longer wore the full 
bishop regalia however: The 
only thing left over now was 
the red coat. 

Luther wasn't the only one 
who tried to get rid of Santa. 
According to Berlin-based his
torian Alexander Demandt, 
Hitler hated the religious com
ponents of Christmas and "In 
the framework of the educa
tion of the people," he tried 
to replace Father Christmas 
V\.ri th a Brothers Grimm fairy
tale character named Mother 
Holle, a woman who creates 
snow when she shakes her 
feather pillows out the win
dow. "Of course, it didn't 
catch on," said De~dt. 

One legend claims that St. 
Nicholas rescued three youths who 
were being pickled to death in a pot 
by an evil innkeeper. Another says 
tll I he saved three girl~ from b eing 
sold into slavery because their father 
had no money for their dowries. For 
three nights in a row, St. Nicholas 
secretly left bags of gold for the girls 
at their house . That' s how St. 
Nicholas became associated with 
gift-giving today. 

Although the original St. 
Nicholas died about six teen hun
dred years ago, he is very much alive 
in the minds of European children 
who look forward to his visit every 
year. In Holland, the St. Nicholas 
character is known as Sinterklaas. 
Dutch children believe that Sinter
klaas arrives by ship on the evening 
of December 5. He walks through 
eve ry village and town, inquiring 
about the behavior of the children 
there . If the children h ave been 
good, he blesses them and promises 
them a reward the next morning. 

Santa Claus: The moniker was 
Americanized from Sinterklaas, the 
Dutch name for St. Nicholas, a popular 

. saint who, legend says, gave gold 
dowries to three girls so they 

could get married. But the 
predecessor to Sani;a Claus is 
based on the Norse god Odin, 
who rode through the winter 

skies on bis eight-legged 
horse and brought gifts 
to the needy. Odin later 

became Father Christ
mas, and the eight

legged horse was 
transformed int;o 

eight tiny rein
deer. 


