
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

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

Processions 
by night 

School-children throughout the north-west of the Federal Republic 
(especially in Westphalia and in the areas surrounding the rivers 
Rhine, Ruhr, Moselle, Lahn, Nohe, and Main) take part in exten
sive processions after dark. They carry Chinese lanterns and 
home-made lights, torches, and hollowed-out turnips as was the 
custom in earlier times. Highly artistic housings are devised for 
these lamps. A multiplicity of motifs and figures are then cut out of 
the strong cardboard from which these cylinders, balloons, stars, 
and rhombus forms are e:onstructed. Colourful transparent paper 
is stuck over the cut-out designs so that a tranquil light is diffused 
when the candle inside the lantern is lit. On such an evening 
lights in a multitude of colours are transported through the streets, 
often on long poles. . 

School classes and teachers take great pride in creating extremely 
original lamps providing great light. These are often minor works 
of art with a great diversity of motif and material. Both religious 
and secular themes are popular, wood-cut-like depictions of 
scenes from the life of St. Martin, and animals and plants. 
Everyone enjoys the sight of these processions making their way 
through the streets, accompanied by groups of musicians. 

Singing children follow these bands. Their favourite song tells 
of St. Martin, the Roman soldier who rode one cold day through 
the countryside and met a beggar asking for alms. As a soldier 
Martin had neither money nor anything else he could give the 
poor man. Then he thought of the warm cloak he was wearing. 
Without delay he took off the cloak, cut it in two with his short 
sword, and gave one half to the beggar crouching at the road
side. According to legend, Christ appeared to him in a dream 
the following night, saying: "Martinus, who is not yet baptised, 
protected me against the cold". 

Torchl ight processions were introduced much later. In the Rhine
land, Dusseldorf claims the honour of having been the first larger 
town to have inaugurated such a procession. The fi rst such event 
at Bonn was as late as 1920. The focus of the procession is the 
mounted figure of St. Martin as a Roman soldier. The horse should 
be white so as to accord with an old song about the Saint. 
Seeing the knight riding along in his Roman armour of chain-mail, 
golden helmet, and red cloak is an impressive sight for children. 
After the procession has come to a stop, the Martin takes up 
position in an open space and the children march past once 
again. There is a final loud d rum-roll, and the trumpets and 
flutes, the pipes and bells, resound for the last time this year. 

Years ago, the city of Dusseldorf devised a special attraction for 
bringing the procession to an end. When it reaches the former 
princely residence and the large equestrian statue in the old part 
of the town, the children gather around the four sides of the 
courtyard. The St. Martin then re-enacts the division of the red 
cloak with his sharp sword and hands one half to a beggar 
kneeling before him on the ground. The chi ldren sing a song 
describing what is happening: "St. Martin shares his warm cloak, 
divided with a single stroke" . 


