
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

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

The Martinmas 
fire 

Another widespread custom in Germany is bonfires on St. Martin's eve, called "Martinsfeuer." In 
recent years, the processions that accompany those fires have been spread over almost a fortnight before 
Martinmas, but previously, the Rhine River valley, for example, would be literally lined with fires on the 
eve of Martinamas. 

That is why this day has, from time immemorial, involved a cele
bration of light and of fire, and been marked by great lamplight 
processions and the burning of huge piles o f wood out on the 
fields. The processions customary in the Rhineland, Westphalia, 
and parts of Central Germany have already been mentioned. 
The custom of the Martinmas fire is older and was initially more 
widespread. Weeks before St . Martin's Day, combustible material 
is collected by school-children in the villages of the Eitel, Wester
wald, HunsrOck, Tau nus, Rheingau, and Sauerland. Old baskets, 
wood shavings, cardboard boxes, branches, straw, old beams, 
and even car tyres are scrounged and piled up. These fires, 
sited in high places where they can be seen for long distances, 
a,e then lit at ceremonies on St. Martin's Eve. ___ _ 
Rail travellers from Mainz to Dusseldorf in the late afternoon of 
November the 10th can see these fires blazing away on the hills 
on either side of the Rhine. A chain of fire runs along the Rhine 
valley, and only comes to an end where the hills leave the river 
and the cities start. People there fear that such fires might spread 
to the houses so children have to be content with processions. 

As already indicated, such fires were more important than torch
light processions until far into our century. It used to be said that 
the fields would be fertile and survive the winter for as far as the 
fires were to be seen. The ashes were also scattered across the 
countryside. In some places, parents exhorted their children to 
pray as they circled around these fires. There are many Martin's 
mountains, hills, or rocks, named after the fires lit there every 
year. 

The oldest traditional custom connected 
with Martin's Day is the Martin's bonfire, 
probably because November is also the 
beginning of the dreary and dark part of 
fall, which the light of the fire is to bright
en up a bit. Weeks before Martin's Day all 
sorts of combustible materials are col
lected for the big bonfire: wood, old bas
kets, cardboard boxes, branches and 
limbs, straw and meanwhile also auto tires 
because' they bum especially well and 
long. All these materials are gathered or 

_ asked for in door-to-door collections. 
They are then transported out of the re
spective town or village to higher places, if 
possible - so that they can be seen from far 
away - and then set ablaze on the evening 
of Martin's Day. · 

Far into our century these fires were 
more important than the torch and lantern 
processions, which had come into exis
tence only much later. Thus the &rst pro
cession of this kind, for example, took 
place in Bonn no earlier than 1920. The 
focal point of a lantern procession is a ~an 
on horseback dressed up like a Roman 
soldier - Saint Martin. If possible a white 
horse is chosen. Martin wears a suit of 
armor: scale armor, greaves, gold-colored 
helmet and - what's most important - a 
red cloak. Leading the procession are usu
ally the children of kindergarden age and 
the pre-schoolers with their cute ( often 
self-made) lanterns, followed by the older 
school kids, whose lanterns are often real 
pieces of art, made of cardboard and trans
parent colored paper showing different 
motifs like geese, fish, houses, suns and 
moons, etc., illuminated by a burning can
dle inside. The different grades can always 
be identified by the same motif on their 
lanterns. The rear is brought up by the 
"common" people. 


