
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

SANKT MARTINSTAG /ST.MARTIN'S DAY 

T he eleventh of No~ember does !1ot 
only mark the beginrung of the carnival 

season. It is above all - at least in the 
church calendar - the day of St. Martin, 
whose name is connected with a number of 
ancient traditions, most of which were 
originally nurtured above all in the Lower 
Rhine Region. But the customs have long 
since also spread beyond regional borders. 
It can therefore happen that a driver can 
suddenly find himself stuck in an unex
pected traffic jam on some evening around 
the 11th of November, with the police 
closing off entire streets for a parade which 
has nothing to do with carneval. At the 
middle of the procession you'll see a red
robed rider on horseback, wearing the 
golden helmet of a Roman officer. He is 
followed by a whole slew of children carry
ing lanterns,and torches, accompanied by 
their proud parents. At least one band is in 
the procession, since singing old St. Martin 
songs is definitely part of the event. 

(der 11. November) 
Now mostly a children's 
festival 

These processions are held in honor of 
Martin of Tours. He was a Roman officer 
who - according to the legend - cut his 
robe in half to warm a freezing beggar. 
This act is often repeated symbolically on 
the fringes of today's processions before 
the whole event ends with an enormous 
bonfire. It, of course, is held under the 
watchful eyes of professional firemen. 

In former times the bonfire-;;s actually 
the true beginning of the festivities: The 
Martin festival was held at the end of a 
business year. Most of the pre-winter work 
in the fields had been completed. Now it 
was time to eat, drink and be merry: The 
tables were decked with a fat goose (the 
"Martins-goose") and delicious sweet 
breads. The goose is still part of the fes-

Heavens! That sounds dangerous. 

t!Vltles today. They are usually financed 
with a lottery in which the prizes are geese, 
ready for the oven. And, at least in the 
Rhineland, it is customary for people -
especially town elders - to give the kids 
cake-like bread follov.,jng the procession. 

Indeed, St. Martin's Day is now mainly 
a festival for children, a big event in its 
own and in anticipation of coming fes
tivities: Once St. Martin has ridden 
through, then it's not long 'till Nicolaus 
Day ( on which German children receive 
presents) and Christmas. In elementary 
schools children usually spend a frivolous 
day putting together lanterns. And for 
many kids the highpoint of the festivities 
doesn't come until after the procession: 
That's when they go "trick-or-treating" 
from door to door, collecting candies and 
other goodies from their neighbors in ex
change for a song. 

Well, definitely worrying for the parents, forced to prevent their little ones from accidentally setting 
each other on fire during the procession. But on the other hand, it wouldn't really be a proper St. 
Martin's procession without someone stamping out a flaming lantern, or a sad-faced child clutching to a 
charred stick. 


