
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN (PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

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

legend of Saint Nicholas: die Sage von Sankt Nikolaus 

The Legend of Saint Nicholas 

A man with a long white beard, a bishop's miter, and a thick red cape comes knocking on the door at 

some houses every December 6. Other children wake to find their shoes have been filled with treats. 

Who is this international man of mystery? 

"fHE 1:.EGEND OF SAINT NICHOLAS 

According to the legend, Saint Nicholas was the Bishop of 
Myra at the now Turkish Mediterranean coast, where he died 
December 6, 345 AD. He was known fo r his generosity, and 

once secretly gave money to a poor family by throwing it 
through the window into the garments that were hung there, 
so as to have no one notice it. After his death, he became 
one of the most revered saint s in the Byzantine Empire, and, 

in the eight century, t he cult spread to Rome, mainly t hrough 
the Greek Emperor's daughter Thephanu, who married the 
Germano-Roman Emperor Otto II in 972 in Rome. Around the 

year 1500, more than two thousand chapels and churches, 
cieclicated to Saint Nicholas, who had become the patron 
saint of children, t ravelers, and lawyers, e)(isted in the West. 
Im eonvent schools, especial ly in Styria and Carinth ia, a 

"children's bishop" was chosen, dressed like a bishop and 
sent to visit the school to punish the bad and reward the 
good students. Saint Nicholas as the giver of presents for 

children has been known since 1555. Though Krampus played 
no role in those times, mothers set out a birch and gifts for 
the children, while the children laid out some bread and salt 
for Saint Nicholas' horse as well as the "Kerbhofz, " a wooden 

stick with marks for every good deed. Gifts were-and still 
are-secretly put into empty shoes or socks placed into the 

windows or outside the door, so the chi ldren could identi1iy 
tl:ler.n as their own . Only since the seventeenth centwy has 

Krampus been documented to accompany the saint. 

Saint Nicholas appears in this 
traditional dress or in a costume 
similar to the American Santa Claus. 

But a nyone who travels through Germany in 
early December hoping to m eet the good Saint 
Nicholas migh t be in for a surprise, especially 
in eastern sections of the country. The Ash
man in Pomerania, the Shaggy Goat of West 
Prussia, and the East Prussian Bag of Bones are 
based in pagan lore. They ask for gifts for 
themselves, displaying very little Chris tian 
c harity . The figures are dressed in a nimal 
skins and straw, designed to scare the little 
ones. 


