
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

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

clothed him ·with his cloak. Martin interpre ted this as a 
calling to sen,e Christ. He was baptized and became a 

monk. 
He stayed in France where he became known and 

loved for his good deeds. The French wanted him to 
become Bishop of Tours. He was not eager to take on 
the job and hid out in a stall of geese, but the noisy birds 
made so much racket that Martin was discovered and 
urged on by his admirers to assume the post. In the year 
371 , at the age of fifty-five , Martin became Bishop of 
Tours. 

He died on November 8, 397, in the town of Candes, 
but his body was taken by boat on the Loire River to 
Tours where he was buried on November 11. Tours 
became a pilgrimage site where Christians gathered to 
honor the Saint who came to be known as the patron of 
the poor, knights, and soldiers. 

The legend of St. Martin was passed on, far and wide, 
and various festivals and traditions became associated 
with his holy day. 

In Germany, teachers at schools and kindergartens 
often organize parades and spend days before St. Mar
tin's day making lanterns with the kids. In familie\ that 
treastu-e tradition, no trouble is spared to make sure the 
children carry a unique lantern as they walk. Intricate sil
houettes are cut from black cardboard, and color,ful bits 
of waxed tissue paper that are fi-?<ed inside the lantern 
make the cut-out motif glow thanks to the candle light. 
Stores also sell ready-made lanterns with electric lights. 

If tl1e school does not organize a parade, parents usu
ally accompany their children as they march through the 
streets swinging their lanterns and singing. The parade 
often ends with a gathering wh er e warm punch and 
sweets are served and the legend of St. Martin is retold. 

St. Martin's fires are also a tradition in many parts. 
Weeks before the feast day, children gather twigs, logs, 
and straw. On the eve of St. Martin's feast, big bonfires 
are lit. When the fires have almost burned out, children 

jump over them. 
St. Martin's day in Germany used to mark the begin

ning of a forty-day fasting period before Christmas . 
These days, however, it is the official beginning of the 
Carnival season. For farmers, the day signals the end of 

the harvest season. 
St. Martin's summer is a tenn popular both in France 

and Germany. According to legend, on the November 
day after the Saint's death, as his body was being trans
ported on the Loire River, flowers burst into bloom and 
birds began to sing as if summer had returned. Today, 

St. Martin's summer refe rs to the last mild period before 

the cold or winter sets in. 
Feasting on a dinner of goose on St. Martin's day is no 

doubt appropriate because of the geese that gave Martin 
away - they are sacrificed to pay for their sin. Geese are 
also their fattest at this time of year. Martin's goose is tra
ditionally stuffed with apples and served with dumplings 
and red cabbage or sauerkraut. 

The breastbone from a Martin's goose is a wishbone. 
Two people hold the ends of the bone and pull and the 
one ending up with tl1c biggest piece makes a wish. The 
color of the bone also has significance-if it is white, a 
long, bitter winter lies ahead, but a red bone foretells a 
shorter, sunnier winte r. 

Many miracles are attributed to St. Martin. In Tours, 
there is a St. Martin's Museum where paintings and 
other memorabilia recount some of the miracles. The 
Saint's body is entombed in St. Martin's Basilica in 
Tours. The great numbers of visitors who continue to 
come to the city and pray at his tomb indicate that the 
following of St. Martin is still very much alive. For sure it 
thrives in Germany and Austria, thanks to children and 

their lantern parades. 


