
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN (PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

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

patron saint: der Schutzheiliger 

The children's l 
saint 

From an early date, a person representing the saint handed these 
gifts out to children. An adult used to - and still does - put on 
a Bishop's robe, and also has a Bishop's mitre and staff. He then 
goes to the houses where children live, and takes the presents 
out of the big sack carried around by his attendants. The children 
sit and pray and sing until the sound of a bel l announces that the 
Saint is entering thei r house. In ear ly times, children chose a 
child Bishop from their midst on December the 5th, the evening 
before the festival, and this representative performed the allotted 
tasks for two days. In large families nowadays, a relative, friend, 
or even the father dresses up as a Bishop and examines the 
children. "Have you been good? Have you prayed diligently? 
Have you been well-behaved towards your parents and teachers?" 
This custom is very old. Abraham a Santa Clara, the celebrated 
Augustinian court preacher at Vienna towards the end of the 
17th century, has described what was involved. " It is a very old 
custom that Nicholas should put something in children's shoes 
today. He comes on the previous evening though to examine 
whether the children have been well instructed by their teacher, 
tutor, schoolmaster, arithmetician, grammarian, and other ped
agogues in matters of faith, spel ling, syntax, reading and writing, 
computation, and languages. The Nicholas thus asks how children 
have behaved throughout the year? Whether they pray gladly? 
Whether they are obedient to their parents and teachers? 
Whether Hans and Paul are perhaps too lazy? . .. " 

Little has changed there up to the present day. Such a distribution \ 
of presents takes place everywhere, even where people no 1 

longer believe in Saints and their miraculous powers. 

In Silesia the holy man came down to earth on a golden cord 
from heaven so as to visit the sleeping children. On the North 
Sea, Nicholas comes by ship. Even around Bad Tolz in Bavaria, 
children here and there put out paper ships as receptacles for 
gifts. It is not without good reason that Nicholas is the patron 
saint of those who go to sea. In most areas though, the Saint 
comes riding through the sky on either a donkey or a white horse. 
The animal has long distances to cover so a little bundle of hay 
is laid out for it alongside the child's plate or shoe. A children's 
song for Nicholas' Day tells the Saint to put his donkey under 
the table where hay and oats are waiting. 

That involves a level of tradition extending back into pre
Christian times before the Saint existed. The Gods still ruled then, 
and, according to Germanic mythology, stormed with their horses 
across the sky on autumn and winter evenings. Further mention 
of this will ~~~~_cessary. ···--·-·- - . 


