
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL FEIERTAG 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

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

Martin Luther was named after Saint M~ as he was baptized on November 11 (St. Martin's Day), 1483. 

Saint Martin's Day 

Today, the parades are held at various dates in 

the fall, but originally they were all held on the 

11th of November, "Martinstag" (St. Martin's Day). 

Bishop Martin of Tours, who died around 400 

A. D., is the Catholic saint of November 11th. It 

is not clear why lantern marches - even fires in 

earlier times - were held on this day. It may be 

that the "trick-or-treating" excursions which were 

customary on that day simply needed _artificial 

light because of the early dark. Instead of today's 

paper lanterns, hollowed out pumpkins or turnips 

with bizarre carved faces - very much like 

American Halloween pumpkins - were used in 

Germany in earlier times, too. There were also 

parades with ghastly made-up figures on this day. 

Already at a relatively early date the pupi ls had 

to sing in the city parades. In former centuries, 

these parades were popular primarily •in north

western Germajly and the Rhinel.§.nd. 

Historical meaning of Martinmas 

The feast coincides not only with the end of the Octave of All Saints, but with harvest-time, the time 

when newly-produced wine is ready for drinking, and the end of winter preparations, including the 

butchering of animals. (An old English saying is "His Martinmas will come as it does to every hog," 

meaning "he will get his comeuppance" or "everyone must die".) Becaµse ofthis, St. Martin's Feast is 

much like the American Thanksgiving (celebrated on the 4th Thursday in November)-- a celebration of 

the earth's bounty. Because it also comes before the penitential season of Advent, it is seen as a mini 

"carnivale", with all the feasting and bonfires. As at Michaelmas on 29 September, goose is eaten in 

most places (the goose is a symbol for St. Martin himself. It is said that as he was hiding from the people 

who wanted to make him Bishop, a honking goose gave away his hiding spot). 

In many countries, including Germany, Martinmas celebrations begin at the eleventh minute of the 

eleventh hour of this eleventh day of the eleventh month. Bonfires are built, and children carry lanterns 

in the streets after dark, singing songs for which they are rewarded with candy. 

Originating in France, the tradition of celebrating Martinmas spread to Germany in the 16th century and 

later to Scandinavia and the Baltics. In Estonia, Martinmas signifies the merging of Western European 

customs with the local Balto-Finnic pagan traditions, it also contains elements of earlier worship of the 

dead as well as certain year-end celebration that predates Christianity. 

Martinmas actually has two meanings: in the agricultural calendar it marks the beginning of the natural 

winter, but in the economic calendar it is seen as the end of autumn. 

Among Estonians, Martinmas also marks the end of the period of All Souls, as well as the autumn 

period in the Estonian popular calendar when the souls of ancestors were worshiped, a period that lasted 

from November 1 to Martinmas (November 11 ). 

Like Michaelmas (St. Michael's Day), celebrated on September 29, Martinmas is also known as the 

celebration that marks the end of field work and the beginning of the harvesting period. Following these 

holidays, women traditionally moved their work indoors for the winter, while men would proceed to 

work in the forests. 


