
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

WEIHNACHTSLIEDER / CHRISTMAS SONGS 
song: das Lied, die Lieder 

Christmas song: das Weihnachtslied, die Weihnachtslieder 

" 
SILENT NIGHT"/ "STILLE NACHT, HEILIGE NACHT" 

CELEBRATING 200 YEARS OF ,,SILENT NIGHT" 
Gruber's compositions, his musical instruments, diaries, 
portraits-and even the original guitar that Mohr played. 
In 1965, that guitar was sent to the United States and 
Bing Crosby played it on TV at Christmas in front of 40 
million Americans!" 

There could be a snag, however. In Austria, "Silent 
Night" is only ever sung on Christmas Eve-never be
fore. So what happens if a customer requests it on one of 
the planned musical hikes? "We hope the locals don't get 
angry! People are coming from all around the world so 
we can't tell them we won't sing it. But they have to sing 
the chorus with us!" 

Despite his hard-working nature, Gruber knew how to 
relax too. Diary entries reveal that he was a beer lover who 
enjoyed evenings of music and hearty food with friends 
in the taverns around Hallein, repairing the pianos and 
rating the beers. One of his favorite haunts was in Kalten
hausen, where he would stop off on the way back home 
after day-long walks to Salzburg to sec the opera. Dating 
back to 1475, its brewery is the oldest in the province of 
Salzburg. To keep the spirit of Gruber alive, it has created 
a limited edition "200 Jahre Stille Nachf' beer: an unfil
tered, naturally cloudy beer that "in color, aroma and taste 
is based on the beers of that time but has been interpreted 
in a modern way." Packaged in six different colored bot
tles, each one contains the carol's six original verses with 
an accompanying anecdote. Purely for research purposes, 
I agree to taste it. It's mild and delightfully refreshing
I'm sure Gruber would approve. 

But what about the man behind the song's words? To 
start to unravel the mystery of that part of the puzzle, 
I headed to the city of Salzburg itselt~ the birthplace of 
Joseph Mohr. It was here in 1792 tl1at Mohr was born 
an illegitimate child. While his birth address is disputed, 
records show that he was christened in the baptismal font 
of Salzburg Catl1edral on the opposite's-ide of the Salzach 
River- just like a certain Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 
who died a year befor_e Mohr's birth. "As he never knew 
his father, his godfather was recorded as being the last 
official executioner of Salzburg, who wasn't even present 
at his baptism," explains my guide Carola Marie Schmidt. 
"Back then, to improve their reputation and help their 
souls, executioners would finance the baptisms of pover-
ty-stricken cllildren." . 

Despite his background, Mohr's intelligence and musi
cal talent led him into the arms of the church. The vicar 
of Salzburg Cathedral helped the gifted Mohr gain entry 

THE INTERIOR OF OBERNDORF'S 

STILLE NACHT CHAPEL. 

to the prestigious Akademisches Gymnasium and become 
a member of the St Peter's Abbey choir, where he sang 
and played the violirt. After being granted special permis
sion to enter the seminary il_: 1811, Mohr was ordaiJ.1ed 

as a Catholic priest four years later. Up until 1995, it had 
always been assumed that Mohr swiftly wrote the text in 
1818 ill time for the Christmas Mass, but a handwritten 
autograph on display in the Salzburg Museum now proves 
otherwise: it was during his first assignment-to Mariap
farr in the Lungau region- that the young assistant priest 
penned the six stanzas to "Silent Night" ill 1816. 

Yet of all the communities with links to "Silent Night," 
only one can call itself the u·ue birtl1place of tl1e world's 
most famous Christmas carol: Oberndorf, where Mohr and 
Gruber became friends. It was here that Mohr arrived as 
an assistant p1iest m 1817 to find a town reeling from tl1e 
devastating effects of the Napoleoruc -Wars and "The Year 
vVithout Summer" following the eruption of Mount Tam-


