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Introduction - Why Study German Culture? 

When celebrating a traditional German holiday using stories in German and authentic 
music, crafts and food, your children benefit from a multi-sensory experience.  The 
German sights and sounds from activities, music, smells, and stories all combine to 
create a lasting impression that will help cement a connection to the language and 
culture for years to come. Remember, the more connections you can help your children 
create to German culture and language, the more German you’ll get back from your 
kids!  

Sankt Nikolaus Day is a great opportunity to enjoy traditional German culture with your 
children. Songs, crafts, food, stories - there's so much to do! We have prepared this unit 
study guide so that you may have plans at your fingertips.  
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Whether you take just an afternoon or several days to work through your Nikolaus 
celebration, your children are sure to connect a bit more with German culture. And that’s 
the whole point, isn’t it? 

German Immersion  

We recommend that while reading the stories and doing the activities with your children, 
that you try to speak as much German as possible. This way your children will associate 
the memories of Nikolaustag with German and will use the vocabulary and phrases they 
heard auf Deutsch. If you are doing this study with kids who don’t speak (much) 
German, try to teach as many German words and phrases as possible. Using CDs and 
learning songs will be a wonderful way to set the mood für alles auf Deutsch! 

Viel Spass beim Singen, Basteln, und Lesen! 

  

Background – Story of Sankt Nikolaus 

Synopsis of Sankt Nikolaus 

Is there a Santa Claus? Hmmm, that’s for you to answer; however St. 
Nikolaus really did exist.  He is also referred to as Sankt Nikolaus, der 
heilige Nikolaus, or Nikolo. We celebrate his good deeds, kindness to 
others, and generosity in early December.  

In many German speaking areas, Nikolaus arrives on the evening of 
December 5 (Nikolausabend) on his white horse or walking alongside 
his donkey. This tall, thin man with a white beard is dressed either in 
the clothing of a Catholic bishop with a mitre and staff or in a long red 
robe with a hood. A lit candle is in the window, so that Nikolaus 

knows children are waiting for his visit. The children have cleaned their shoes and 
boots, and have left them outside the door or under their window, along with a carrot for 
the horse or donkey. Sankt Nikolaus fills them with sweets such as oranges, tangerines, 
apples, walnuts and other nuts, chocolates in the shape of gold coins or Nikolaus, and 
Lebkuchen; and sometimes small presents. Sometimes you may hear the clip clop of 
the horse’s hooves as he rides away, or find hoofprints in the dirt or chalked onto the 
pavement. 

Sankt Nikolaus will also personally visit many Kindergartens, schools and families on or 
around December 6 (Nikolaustag). He will ask the children if they have been good this 
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year, may consult a big book about their activities, then offer them treats; and in 
exchange the children will sing songs, poems, and tell stories for him. In advance of his 
visit, the parents will have completed a letter (Zettel) with information including the 
child’s name, kindergarten or school, teacher’s name and their hobbies.  

Sankt Nikolaus is often accompanied by an attendant who helps carries the sack of 
presents for the children. The attendant has different names depending on the area; 
these include the Krampus (southern Germany and Austria), Pelzebock or Pelznickel 
(north-west Germany), Hans Muff (Rhineland), and Bartel (Silesia). One of the most 
common names is Knecht Ruprecht. Knecht Ruprecht is dressed as a monk, in a long 
brown robe, sometimes with animal fur on it, carrying a sack of presents and a switch. 
The Krampus is a devil figure (der Teufel), with scary face, a long red tongue, horns 
sticking out of his head, dressed in furs and chains. The attendant also carries the stick 
or rod for disobedient children, may drive the sleigh, or lead the donkey for Sankt 
Nikolaus.  

In Switzerland, Sankt Nikolaus and his helper are known as “Samichlaus und 
Schmutzli”. They travel with a donkey -- Samichlaus distributing the treats and the scary 
Schmutzli dressed all in brown carrying switches and a sack. If they knock on your door, 
Samichlaus will consult his big book, mentioning if you have been good or bad, and 
then expect a poem in return. 

Historical Background 

Nikolaus was born in what is now western Turkey. His parents, who were very religious, 
died when he was young and he went to live with his uncle, a Catholic priest. He joined 
the priesthood, and was still quite young when he became the Bishop of Myra. It is said 
that he gave away all his inherited wealth, helping the poor and the sick, especially 
orphans. He died on December 6, 345 A.D., which has become the Feast day of St. 
Nikolaus and Nikolaustag. 

Read the story with your children (see Resources for book recommendations) 

English synopses 

There are many legends about the real St. Nikolaus, especially those highlighting his 
generosity towards others and his humility. One mentions a poor family with three 
daughters. Because they had no dowry, they could not marry, and their father would be 
forced to sell one of the older daughters to get dowry money for the younger. Nikolaus 
heard about their dire situation and decided to help them. He tossed a sack of gold 
down the chimney and it landed in the stockings that were hanging on the chimney to 
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dry. The poor family found the money from their unknown benefactor and did not have 
to sell their daughters. They told everyone of this wondrous event. 

 

Sample Schedule 
You may want to stretch your Nikolaus study over a period of a few days. Here’s a 
sample schedule: 

December 3 Start playing Nikolaus CDs 

December 4 Read Nikolaus books, discuss the story 

December 5 

Nikolausabend 

Clean your boots and shoes! Line them up 
by the door so Nikolaus can find them and 
be sure to leave a carrot for the donkey. 

December 6 

Nikolaustag 

Wake up and see if Nikolaus was there 
overnight. Enjoy the treats he’s left, listen 
to more Nikolaus songs, and enjoy 
traditional goodies (see Food section).  

Do a craft or pick another extension and 
celebrate the spirit of Sankt Nikolaus 

 

 

Photo credit: Thea Fortune 
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Songs 
Here is a song traditionally sung for Nikolaus. Many popular German singers have 
written other songs for Nikolaus, including Rolf Zuckowski (CD Recommendations in 
Resources). 

1. Lasst uns froh und munter sein  

(Traditional, the song and an English translation can be found at 
http://www.stnicholascenter.org/Brix?pageID=649 ) 

Lasst uns froh und munter sein 
Und uns recht von Herzen freun! 
Lustig, lustig, tra la la la la 
Bald ist Nikolaus abend da, 
bald ist Nikolaus abend da. 
 
Dann stell’ich den Teller auf, 
Nikolaus legt gewiss was drauf. 
Lustig, lustig, tra…… 
 
Wenn ich schlaf, 
dann träume ich, 
jetzt bringt Nikolaus was für mich. 
Lustig, lustig, tra…. 
 
Wenn ich aufgestanden bin, 
lauf ich schnell zum Teller hin. 
Lustig, lustig, tra…. 
 
Nikolaus ist ein guter Mann, 
dem man nicht genug danken kann. 
Lustig, lustig, tra…. 
 
 

2. Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus 
(Musik und Text: Rolf Zuckowski) 
 

Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
Mit dem Sack geh ich von Haus zu Haus. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
Es gibt viel zu tun, 
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es gibt viel zu tun, 
ich hab keine Zeit, mich auszuruhn. 
Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
 
Wie der Wind zieh ich durchs ganze Land. 
Wie der Wind, wie der Wind. 
Und am liebsten bleib ich unerkannt. 
Wie der Wind, wie der Wind. 
Stellt die Stiefel raus, 
stellt die Stiefel raus, 
und dann freut euch auf den Nikolaus! 
Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
 
Heute Nacht, wenn alle schlafen gehen,  
heute Nacht, heute Nacht,  
könnt ihr mich in euren Träumen sehn, 
heute Nacht, heute Nacht. 
Bis der Morgen graut, 
bis der Morgen graut, 
und ihr fröhlich in die Stiefel schaut. 
Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
Guten Tag, guten Tag. 
 
 

3. Nikolaus und Weihnachtsmann 

(Musik und Text: Rolf Zuckowski) 
 

Sprach der Nikolaus zum Weihnachtsmann: 
"Es muss endlich was geschehn! 
Dass man uns so oft verwechselt, 
das darf nicht so weitergehn. 
Überall legt man zur Weihnachtszeit 
unsre alten Kleider an, 
und der rote Mantel, der gehört 
gewiss dem Weihnachtsmann. 
Weil ich auf dem Kopf meine Mitra trag 
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und in meiner Hand den Bischofsstab, 
frag ich mich, wie man uns beide da 
überhaupt verwechseln kann." 
 
Sprach der Weihnachtsmann zum Nikolaus: 
"Lieber Freund, es tut mir Leid. 
Dabei trägst du doch so würdevoll 
dein altes Bischofskleid. 
Dass wir beide nicht die Jüngsten sind, 
daran kann kein Zweifel sein, 
aber mehr als tausend Jahre alt 
ist der Nikolaus allein. 
Warst in größter Not für die Kinder da, 
und sie lieben dich, na, du weißt es ja, 
und noch heute legst du jedem Kind 
etwas in den Schuh hinein." 
 
Da sang vom Himmel, hell und klar, 
ein Weihnachtsengel, wunderbar: 
"Ihr beiden hört mir zu, 
und dann gebt endlich Ruh! 
Was die Kinder in der Weihnachtszeit 
in ihren Träumen sehn, 
werden große Leute, so wie ihr, 
wohl niemals ganz verstehn. 
Jedes Kind macht sich sein eignes Bild, 
und es glaubt ganz fest daran. 
Darin gibts gewiss den Nikolaus 
und auch den Weihnachtsmann. 
Doch es lässt nur den in sein Herz hinein, 
der es größer macht und sich selber klein, 
der bereit ist, selbst ein Kind zu sein, 
darauf kommt es an, 
Nikolaus und Weihnachtsmann." 
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Crafts 
Sew a boot (easy):  Cut out 2 boot shapes in red 

paper or felt. Use a piece of yarn to sew the 2 
pieces together. For younger kids, use a hole 
punch and punch holes first to make a lacing 
pattern for your child to sew together. 

Nikolaus Paper Figure (easy – see right): Using 
the template in the appendix, cut out one red 
figure, and a white circle for the face. Glue the 
face onto the figure. Fold the sides of the 
Nikolaus figure towards the back (along the 
dotted line). Decorate as much or as little as you 
like.  

Reminder: The projects you enjoy with your child 
don’t have to be perfect. Think of the process and 
what your child will learn from it – how to use 
scissors, glue, draw faces, connect an object to a 
song and a festival. 

 

 

Nikolaus Paper Figure 

 

Food 
Baked apples served with vanilla sauce or 

vanilla ice cream. Recipes are available on 
the Internet, most calling for cored apples, 
filled with nuts, raisins and spices, then 
baked in the oven for up to an hour.  

Various nuts, oranges, mandarins, apples, 
lebkuchen (gingerbread) and small 
chocolates, often in the shape of gold coins. 
These are all items that Sankt Nikolaus 
could carry with him, without needing 
refrigeration. 

 

Photo credit: Sleepyneko on Flickr 
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refrigeration. 

Cut out cookies in the shape of a boot or 
bishops hat (mitre). 

St. Nicholas Center 
(www.stnicholascenter.org) has recipes for 
drinks, breads, candies, cookies, desserts, 
and main dishes.  

 

Extensions 
You can further your Nikolaus experience by doing the following projects and activities: 

• Play Sankt Nikolaus for your friends or neighbors, leaving them a small bag or 
plate of goodies (oranges, nuts, chocolates) and a small card in the shape of 
Sankt Nikolaus or one of his symbols.  

• Plan your own visit from Sankt Nikolaus! Start a few days in advance and get the 
kids excited about the visit. Clean your shoes, write a poem, discuss the story of 
the real Nikolaus and how he visits children. Arrange for Nikolaus to come to 
your house, either in person, or by leaving a gift in your shoes. Perhaps 
coordinate with other parents for a “Nikolaus exchange” so your kids wont 
recognize the visiting Nikolaus. 

• After reading about Sankt Nikolaus, discuss how he gives anonymous gifts. 
Encourage your children to give a “secret” gift. 

• Practice small acts of kindness, like Sankt Nikolaus. 

• Discuss the similarities and differences between Sankt Nikolaus and Santa 
Claus. 

• Produce a play, puppet show, or felt board story about Sankt Nikolaus. 

• Have the children put out their clean boots or shoes in anticipation of a visit from 
Sankt Nikolaus. 

• Write a poem for Sankt Nikolaus. 
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• Sankt Nikolaus provides a wonderful opportunity for discussing how we can help 
others less fortunate than ourselves. Have a food drive and discuss how Sankt 
Nikolaus chose to be a good person and help those less fortunate. 

 

 

Insider Tips 
Many of the symbols of Sankt Nikolaus show that he 
was a Catholic Bishop, including his staff with the 
curved top, and his Mitre (hat) which is in the traditional 
pointed shape and often decorated with a cross. 

In some areas of Germany, there are people lobbying 
for a “Weihnachtsmannfreie Zonen” – a Santa Claus 

free zone. They prefer that Nikolaus be the focus of the Advents season. For more 
information check out this radio interview transcript 
(http://www.dradio.de/dkultur/sendungen/kulturinterview/570971/) and this group’s 
website (http://www.weihnachtsmannfreie-zone.de) for stories and recipes, as well as 
German websites to buy Nikolaus chocolates, not in the shape of Santa Claus.  Here is 
an article from the SüdDeutsche Zeitung about Nikolaus and Santa Claus -- 
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wissen/artikel/499/146161/   

 

Resources 
Books and CDs 

Books and CDs about Sankt Nikolaus are available from Alphabet Garten. Many 
German songbooks (Liederbücher) also have appropriate songs, including the songs 
shown above. Here are a few of our favorites.  
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Ein Geschenk vom Nikolaus 

The story of Sankt Nikolaus 

ISBN: 9783314006562 

 

Guten Tag, ich bin der Nikolaus (with Audio CD) 

Illustrated songbook – a must-have for the Christmas season!  

ISBN: 9783815721834 

 

Kinder feiern Nikolaus (Feste feiern mit Kindern) 

Activities for Nikolaustag for families and schools 

ISBN: 9783769813036 

 

Nikolaus und die drei Geschenke 

A re-telling of the Nikolaus story, suitable for younger children. A 
great value at $5.90. 

ISBN: 9783780627223 

 

Leselöwen Nikolausgeschichten 

Nikolaus stories for older children 

ISBN: 9783785551653 

 

Vom Nikolaus den Kindern erzählt 

Tells stories and legends surrounding Nikolaus, suitable for a read-
aloud. 

ISBN: 9783766606020 
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Das Liederbuch (songbook and CD) 

Includes Nikolaus and Christmas songs 

http://www.alphabet-
garten.com/store/index.php?app=ccp0&ns=prodshow&ref=B850428 

These are also available on our website at  

http://www.alphabet-garten.com/store/index.php?app=ccp0&ns=catshow&ref=nikolaus 

 

DVDs 

DVDs are a great way to supplement Sankt Nikolaus activities and help differentiate 
between Sankt Nikolaus and Der Weihnachtsmann. We recommend: 

 

Mausspuren im Schnee DVD 

(Sendung mit der Maus) 

 

 

 

Websites in German 
Bischof Nikolaus (www.Bischof-Nikolaus.de) –all about Sankt Nikolaus 

Christmas Magazine (www.christmasmagazine.com) – The German version 
has stories, poems, songs, etc. about St. Nikolaus, Krampus and De 
Samichlaus from Switzerland. In the English version, read the story of St. 
Nikolaus under Traditions/Germany. 

Hamsterkiste (www.hamsterkiste.de) – leben und lernen in der Grundschule – 
the Nikolaus section (under „Weihnachtsmann & Co.“) also contains an 
Arbeitsbreif  
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Nikolaus Gedichte ( http://vs-
material.wegerer.at/deutsch/pdf_d/gedichte/Nikolausgedichte.pdf) – Nikolaus 
stories from Austria 

Der Schweizer Chlausenverzeichnis (www.chlaus.ch) and Samichlaus 
(www.chlaus.ch.vu)  are Swiss websites about Sankt Nikolaus with songs, 
stories and pictures, including information about „Samichlaus und Schmutzli“ 

Zzebra (www.zzzebra.de) – seasonal activities, songs, etc. 

KidsWeb (www.kidsweb.de)  - crafts, mandelas, etc. 

Rolf Zuckowski (www.musik-fuer-dich.de) – song text and music 

Nikolaus Collegium (www.nikolaus-collegium.de/dokuwiki/besuch:der_zettel )  
-- Examples of letters to Nikolaus, and how a visit is arranged. 

 

Websites in English 
St. Nicholas Center – www.stnicholascenter.org –A comprehensive website 

including the history of St. Nikolaus, how to celebrate with games and stories, 
pages to print out, traditions around the world and more. Has a separate 
section for kids (www.stnicholaskids.us) , and a shop with all things St. 
Nikolaus. 

German Foods (www.GermanFoods.org) – explanation of Martinstag, plus 
recipes. 

My German Foods (www.MyGermanFoods.org) – specifically for students 
and teachers of German. 

 

Vocabulary (English-German) 
Apple   der Apfel, die Äpfel (pl.) 
Bishop  der Bischof 
Boot, Boots  der Stiefel, die Stiefel (pl.) 
Chocolate  die Schokolade, die Pralinen (pl.) 
Coal   der Kohle 
Dec. 5   der Nikolausabend 
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Dec. 6   der Nikolaustag 
December   der Dezember 
Donkey  der Esel 
Gingerbread  der Lebkuchen 
Horse   das Pferd 
Lantern   die Laterne 
Light   das Licht 
Mitre   die Mitra, die Bishchofsmütze (traditional Bishop’s hat) 
Moon   der Mond 
Nuts   die Nuss, die Nüsse (pl.) 
Orange  die Orange, die Apfelsine, die Orangen (pl.) 
Sack   der Sack, die Säcke (pl.) 
Sleigh   der Schlitten 
Snow   der Schnee 
St. Nikolaus  Sankt Nikolaus, der Nikolaus 
Star, Stars  der Stern, die Sterne 
Sun    die Sonne 
To give  schenken (or „beschenken“) 

 
 

About Alphabet Garten 
Alphabet Garten helps parents raise German-speaking kids. You’ll find excellent 
German books, music, and DVDs plus personal service and support. It’s not easy 
raising bilingual kids. We understand and we can help!  

www.Alphabet-Garten.com 
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Appendix Sankt Nikolaus Paper Figure Template 

 


