
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

SANKT MARTINSTAG /ST.MARTIN'S DAY 
{der 11. November) 

After- so miicfi mourning, even the 

gloomy November ends on a halfway 
merry note. A.fterall, it is followed im

mediately by the Christmas month . For 
the children in many p laces, St. Martin 's 
Day is the herald of Santa Claus and X-

mas. The festival of this saint, who was 
first a Roman soldier and later Bishop of 
Tours, who, in the coldest of winter , is 
supposed to have cut up his cloak in the 
street in order to share it with a beggar, is 
celebrated on 11 November. 

Originally, this day was reason for a 
folkloristic children's festival only in the 
Rhineland and on the Lower-Rhine . .But 
since it is sacli a fun thing, this custom has 

THE CELEBRATION OF ST. MARTIN 

Customs 

spread. Mostly on the eve of the 11th of 
November, the cbildren form up in a pro
cession carrying torches and paper lan
terns, and singing they a:ecompany Saint 
Martin, who leacls tb,e way on horseback in 
the uniform on a Roman CeJil!u,rio. After
wards a huge bonfire is lit and a kind of 
ginger bread man ham;led out to the kids. 
Another Widespread custom is the drawing 
of lots for geese on St. Martin's D ay, arid, 
of course, the eating of goose on this day. 

From the late 4th century to the late Middle Ages, much of Europe, including the UK. engaged in a 

period of fasting beginning on the day after St. Martin's Day, November 11. This fast period lasted 40 

days, and was, therefore, called "Quadragesima Sancti Martini", which means in Latin "the forty days of 

St. Martin." At St. Martin's eve, people ate and drank very heartily for a last time before they started to 

fast. This period of fasting was later shortened and called "Advent" by the Church. 

The venerating of Saint Martin with its 

different customs has been kept up also in 

predominantly protestant areas. Especial

ly the children wanted to protect ~eir" 
feast and therefore sang the Martin's songs 
in honor of Martin Luther, who, as we all 
know, was born on November 11. In these 
regions, however, there are also songs 
which have no relation to the Saint, but 
refer more to the light: "Laterne, Lateme, 

Sonne, Mond und Sterne" (lantern, lan
tern, ·sun, moon and stars). 

Besides that Saint Martin is also consid

ered the patron of the wine and the gour
mets. After all on Martin's Day the new 

wine can be tasted for the first time. In the 
past this date also marked the beginning of 

the new business year and the last dues 
and rates to the authorities were paid in 
kind. 

Also, in the east part of the Belgian province of West Flanders, 

especially around Ypres, children receive presents from either 

their friends or family as supposedly coming from Saint Martin 

on November 11. 


