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“In essence, families were huddled 
indoors out of necessity for physical 
warmth,but the circumstances also 

provided opportunities to strengthen 
bonds that are needed to bring 

families through difficult situations. 
Times were indeed hard, but 

thankfully, sometimes there were 
joyful experiences.  The Christmas 
Season of 1948 has remained the 

most enduring and treasured of such 
memories... it was the year that my 

brother and I actually met 
St. Nicholas…” 
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A Visit from St. Nicholas, 1948 
By Adolf Schimpf 

 
espite the hardships experienced during the war and 
in the years of poverty that followed, parents seem to 
have found a way of making Christmas special for 

their children. The Christmas season 
was celebrated primarily as a religious 
observance, but it was also the season 
in which family members took time to 
focus on each other. This reflected the 
natural order and cycle of our lives, 
because at the start of winter nearly 
all activity moved indoors, ending the 
bustle of harvesting and outdoor work. 
In essence, families were huddled 
indoors out of necessity for physical 
warmth, but the circumstances also 
provided opportunities to strengthen bonds that are needed 
to bring families through difficult situations. Times were 
indeed hard, but thankfully, sometimes there were joyful 
experiences.  The Christmas Season of 1948 has remained 
the most enduring and treasured of such memories... it was 
the year that my brother and I actually met St. Nicholas. 
 
Our customs and festivities were not focused on exchanging 
gifts during Christmas Day.  That was good, because it 
meant that the entire Christmas experience was spread over 
several weeks, rather than depending on just one day. My 
parents did try to make the day of December 25th as special 
as the economic situation permitted, but unfortunately, in 
the first eight years of my life up to that time there had not 
yet been any pleasant economic circumstances at all.  A 
devastating famine started in 1938 in our homeland, the 
German colony of Sathmar in Romania, two years before I 
was born.  When it finally ended with a spectacular and 
bountiful harvest in 1944, literally everything had to be left 

D



3 
 

behind as we fled for our lives just hours ahead of the 
advancing Russian army.  
 
So it was that we were starving on the cold Christmas of 

1944, after surviving the journey through 
two battle fields in horse-drawn 

wagons. There were many days in 
which my parents ate little or 
nothing so that we children had at 
least a meager portion. Hunger is 
something that cannot be 
described… or forgotten.  The 

feeling is with you constantly.  You 
cannot stop thinking about it.  After 

some point, the pain is not in your 
stomach, it seems to be in your entire body, even in the air 
that you breathe.  I remember my mother crying when there 
was nothing to eat.  There was a period of several weeks 
when all we had was water and some sugar that my father 
had gotten in trade for the horses that pulled our wagon 
from Romania.  Our parents would do without food to give 
us their part of the meager bread that my father would find.  
When our mother cried about the children, he would tell her 
that things would be better soon. He told her that as long as 
we felt pain from hunger we were still all right.  The real 
danger would be if we got to a point where there was no 
more pain from hunger. My father did his best to scrape 
together what could be found, and it fell to my mother to 
find ways of spreading minimal rationed items from one day 
to the next. Her ability to keep the family alive during that 
time was a testimony to her skills… she was truly a master 
of the ‘stone soup’ concept in practice.  
 
Finally, 1948 became the first year of my life in which food 
was available with enough variety and quantity to make 
Christmas festive. Not that we actually had a lot of food 
available, it was just that by comparison to the prior 
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Christmases, there was more than we could have hoped for. 
It was an especially joyful year for my mother, and everyone 
in the family could sense her anticipation at becoming the 
center of attention as she cooked and baked things for 
Christmas that had only been memories from the past.   
We now had some good food because my father had an 
income, and things were available for purchase in stores, 
rather than relying on the black market.  In addition, my 
mother was a genius at preserving summer and fall food for 
use in the winter. She would often take us to the pine forest 
on the hill outside of the village to pick mushrooms.  We 
were lucky to find an area that had a great abundance of a 
large orange variety that was perfect for drying. She and my 
brother, Alfred, also put up a good stock of fruit for this 
winter, especially from a huge pear tree in a field outside of 
our town.  Alfred would go to that tree every day during 
September and October to pick up pears that had fallen to 
the ground, eventually bringing home more than two 
bushels in total.  Most were badly bruised and over-ripe, but 
our mother salvaged the bulk by cooking and by drying 
slices on several strings that lasted through the winter. 
 
Our home was now in Muthmanshoffen, a small town of 
about fifty homes clustered around a church in southern 
Germany.  Regional customs there were not exactly like 
those of our Homeland, but they blended very well, enabling 
the family to maintain all of our Christmas traditions. For 
adults, traditions for the start of the Christmas Season were 
centered on church activities, beginning with the first 
Sunday in Advent, but to children, the start of the season 
was about snow, and especially about December 6th, St. 
Nicholas Day. 
 
We all eagerly awaited St. Nicholas, because he was the one 
who brought gifts, somewhat in the way that American 
children anticipate presents from Santa Claus.  Our gifts 
during those years consisted of fruits and nuts, with an 
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occasional smattering of candies.  It was never lavish, but no 
matter, those little gifts were joyfully anticipated and 
carefully rationed to last as long as possible into the season.  
 
Anticipation and hopes at the start of the Christmas Season 
in 1948 had reached the fever point as St. Nicholas Day 
drew near. Little did I know it then, but nothing in my 
wildest imagination could have prepared me for the events 
of this December 6th.  
 
Snow was already fairly deep on that memorable day.  We 
always seemed to have a lot of snow in December, but in 
1948 the first snow flakes already fell on All Soul’s Day, 
November 2nd.   I remember it well because that was the 
first time that I participated in the cemetery procession 
around our little church.  Snow came early and lasted long 
because Muthmannshoffen was located in the foot hills of 
the Austrian Alps in the German state of Algaue.  
 
The house in which we lived was across the street from the 
Gasthaus.  Every town in Germany, no matter how small, 
had a least one Gasthaus, better known in other countries as 
an inn. Usually these inns took the name of an animal, and 
ours was called ‘The 
Lamb.’  It was a very 
happy place that served as 
a combination of 
restaurant, tavern, hotel, 
and town social gathering 
spot.  In our Schwabish 
German dialect, a male 
proprietor of an inn was called ‘der Wirt,’ and a female was 
called ‘die Wirtne.’  The woman who owned The Lamb was 
one of the most generous and friendly people with whom I 
was ever acquainted. She was among the most prosperous in 
the town, and she seemed to relish sharing her good fortune 
whenever she could.  I don’t remember if I ever knew her 
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real name, everyone just called her ‘Wirtne.’  She was a very 
short woman, but she had a giant heart. 
 
One might say that it is not really proper for a young boy to 
have fond memories of a Gasthaus, since it is a place usually 
associated with drinking and carousing, and certainly a lot 
of singing and laughter could be heard on Friday and 
Saturday night of every week.  The place was special to me 
because of the people that lived there; Arthur, one of the 
best friends in my life, and that most marvelous person, 
Wirtne.  
I saw Wirtne two or three times every day while going to 
play with Arthur. For some reason, she made me feel like 
she actually loved me, or at least loved something about me.  
We had sort of a ritual every Sunday.  It was my task before 
lunch to cross the street with a little pail to get beer for our 
noon meal. Beer was an important food in our diet during 
those years, even for young children. It would take Wirtne 
several minutes to fill the two liters because she would wipe 
away foam in several steps so that I would have only liquid 
filled to the brim.  
 
“There you are, Adolf-le, you have the best job of the day,” 
she would say every time, as she put the lid on the pail. 
 
As far as I know, there was no payment for the beer, 
probably because in the years right after the war, the barter 
system of trade was very common.  My father repaired shoes 
in return for goods.   For example, he made shoes for the two 
daughters of the tailor who lived upstairs from our 
apartment, and the tailor made warm coats from me and my 
brother Alfred.  I assumed that our Sunday lunch beer came 
through a similar shoe repair arrangement with Wirtne. 
 
She would always call me Adolf-le (ah-dolf-le, with ‘e’ 
pronounced as in leg). In our dialect, adding the letters ‘le’ 
after a name modifies it become ‘dear little.’ So, ‘Adolf-le’ 
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means ‘dear little Adolf.’  I had no idea why she called me by 
that name.  No one else ever did.  I sensed that it meant 
something special to her.  Over the years since then, it 
occurred to me that someone special in her life must have 
had that name.   
 
That December 6th, I spent most of the afternoon in my 
favorite winter spot, the bench in our little apartment next 
to the stove.  It was very close to my father’s work stool, 
which he located in a corner of the room so that he would 
have one window behind his right side, and one behind his 
left.  He was a shoemaker, so he did not need  much floor 
space, but he needed good light.  Shoemakers do not have   
work benches because they work from a stool with a shoe-
anvil stand in front of them.  I loved watching him work.  
Had we stayed in Germany, I would probably have become a 
shoemaker too. It was fascinating to see how he could take 
flat pieces of leather and transform them into beautiful 
shoes that fit perfectly.  As he worked on finishing a shoe, 
his mouth was full of small wooden nails that were used to 
fasten the upper leather to the soles. The nails were kept 
between his lips to keep them moist so that they would drive 
into the leather easily, and when the leather dried, it would 
tighten around the nails.  One of my fondest mental pictures 
is the comical way in which he looked with those small nails 
sticking out of his month like a bristling beard.   
 
Snow was falling softly, and it was beginning to cover the 
branches on the giant chestnut tree that I could see through 
the right side window, and the road to the left of the house 
was starting to disappear again beneath a white blanket. 
The afternoon was almost gone when I remembered that 
Arthur was waiting to go up to the old mill pond, where we 
were trying to clear snow off the thick ice.  Jumping off the 
bench to get my coat, I heard my father mumble something 
to me.  
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Taking the nails out of his month, he said:  “You didn’t 
forget that today is Saint Nicholas Day, did you?”  
 
It was one of those silly comments that parents make when 
they have something other than that question in their mind, 
but I answered it as if it were a real question. 
“How could I forget?  Its all we talked about in school all 
week.”  
 
Then my mother reminded me that it was already three in 
the afternoon, and she asked me if I was sure that I wanted 
to go out so late on St. Nicholas Day.  I thought about it for a 
few seconds, because it was well known that we should not 
be out after sunset on December 6th.  But in the end I 
decided to take the chance of going out because I had 
promised to meet Arthur. 
 
My father tried to stop me one more time.  “Well this could 
be a very special St. Nicholas Day.” 
 
I think he said that, but I was already out the door when he 
finished the sentence, so I wasn’t quite sure about what he 
meant.  
 
I ran across the street, a little worried that Arthur would be 
angry about my coming so late. No one ever knocked on the 
Gasthaus door, so I just burst in and ran to the back kitchen 
where Arthur had a play area. Wirtne was at the stove 
cooking something that smelled delicious. 
 
“I’m sorry, Adolf-le.  Arthur went out more than an hour ago, 
up to the pond, or somewhere,” she said. 
“When you see him, make sure he knows today is St. 
Nicholas Day. Tell him that this might be a special day, so 
he must be home before dark.” 
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Without responding to her, I whirled around and ran out the 
door, wondering why Wirtne was making a big deal about 
being home before dark, just like my mother had done. 
 
There was no need to remind us about it. We all knew it was 
not good to be out in the dark on St. Nicholas Day.  Oh, we 
weren’t afraid of St. Nicholas… it was ‘der Schwarze’ that 
scared the day-light out of every child.  Even his name gave 
us the shivers… ‘The Dark One.’  Saint Nicholas would bring 
gifts, but ‘the Dark One’ had the job of punishing bad 
children.  None of us had every seen him, so we did not know 
what he actually looked like. We would talk about it in 
school on the playground sometimes, just to scare the girls. 
The older boys told us that he was dressed in black from 
head to toe and his face was covered with something like 
soot from a chimney, and that something fell from his hair 
like black snow flakes.   
 
I was still trying to decide about who he was.  The image in 
my mind kept coming back to the chimney sweeper who 
came through the village two or three times a winter.   
Everyone used pine wood for heat and cooking, which built 
up a very heavy coating inside of the chimney.  He was a 
very important part of winter life, but we did not see him as 

anything but trouble.  Whenever he came 
around, children  would hide.  He was 
especially scary when there was snow on 
the ground, because wherever he walked, 
there was a trail of black. His clothing was 
always totally black.  He carried a bag and 
a big brush on a long pole.  I would cross to 
the other side of the road whenever I saw 
him.  That big bag he carried on his back 
was really suspicious, because we heard 

that he would take bad children away in that bag. I was 
almost certain that it was the chimney sweeper, but now it 
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was time to stop thinking about that as I raced to find 
Arthur.  
 
In order to get to the old mill pond, I had to cross the little 
bridge in the town square, then up the hill past the church. 
The road was slippery from the snow and ice, so running 
was a problem.  It would have been easier to run on the 
sidewalk along the houses, but I always walked out into the 
road and on to the other side of the street when I had to pass 
in front of Walter’s house. I was afraid of Walter’s house.   
 
Walter was also my best friend.  He and Arthur and I were 
always together.  We only wore shoes in the winter, so 
during May of that year, Walter cut his foot on something.  
Muthmanshoffen was surrounded by many grazing grounds 
for cows, providing many sources of contamination.  As the 
summer wore on, Walter began to limp, and his foot was 
swelling up. By late July, we knew that Walter was very 
sick, because he never came out to play.  
 
One afternoon in September, I went to tell him about school 
work, but when I heard him crying very loud, I did not go 
into his house.  As the years have passed, I regret not going 
in to comfort him... it was a missed opportunity that 
haunted me for many years, sometimes even today.  Those 
sounds of crying were the last memories of him, because by 
middle of September, Walter died.   
 
To soothe my conscience later, I tried to be as kind as 
possible to Walter’s two younger sisters. Once, I made a 
clock face out of paper with two hands that we used to help 
the girls learn how to tell time.   Each time that I visited the 
girls, I would go up the stairs sideways with my back to the 
wall, as if I were expecting to see Walter appear at the top of 
the stairs.   
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This is a sad memory that I write about reluctantly.  It is 
said that children get over tragedies, and that they quickly 
forget them, but I disagree.  While the outward signs may 
not be obvious, children absorb dramatic experiences to form 
the basis of their psyche, and as such, these events influence 
their perception of how to react toward events and toward 
people.  In a simplistic example, Walter’s death started me 
to think about how important friends and friendship are 
when facing difficult situations. 
 
Rest well my friend Walter!  
 
Finally getting past Walter’s house, I began the climb up to 
the mill pond, which was on the other side of the hill, just 
past the church. In reality, the distance was only about one 
hundred meters, but from the perception of a child, it 
seemed like a veritable mountain. Our church was located 
right at the top of the hill, which had been leveled off to form 
a large flat area, with the church in the middle, surrounded 
by a small cemetery.   I really did not like the cemetery at 
all.  Graveyards were scary places for children.  
 
In order to avoid the cemetery, I ran as fast as I could up the 
other side of the road through the school yard.  Panting and 
exhausted from the run, I finally got over the hill to the old 
pond.  Arthur was not there, but rather than looking for 
him, I decided to visit Max, who lived across from the 
church, to borrow a shovel.  Max was really my brother 
Alfred’s friend, but even though he was two years older, he 
was always friendly to me.   
 
During the snow shoveling, I lost track of time.  I heard the 
church clock bell ring out at four, but somehow the feeling 
that it was late afternoon did not occur to me.  All of a 
sudden, I realized with a start that there were no shadows 
in the snow!  The sun had set behind the mountains that lay 
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to the south.  Terror struck me.  It was going to be dark 
soon, and I was outside on St. Nicholas Day!   
 
Running down the hill, I just threw the shovel into Max’s 
yard, and raced toward the church.  I was so excited that I 
almost forgot my terror of going past the cemetery.   
 
I did not know it, but a bunch of the older boys were hiding 
behind the big cemetery wall that formed a ring around the 
church.  Apparently they were waiting for people to come 
past there when it was dark on any night, but especially on 
a night like today.  They lit firecrackers and threw them 
behind me as I ran by, and then they began to make howling 
noises. Of course I did not know it was just boys. I was 
convinced that it was the Dark One, or maybe even the 
devil!  
 
Trying to get on the other side of the road in front of 
Walter’s house, in my terror I slipped and fell right into the 
little creek that ran at the bottom of the hill.  Soaking wet, I 
ran around the corner and made a fast dash to the covered 
vestibule at the entrance of our house.  
 
Panting from exhaustion, but relieved that I made it home, I 
burst into our apartment.  The scene that awaited me still 
raises goose bumps on my skin.  
 
There in the middle of the room stood St. Nicholas, and next 
to him the Dark One!  I could not believe my eyes.  I did not 
know whether to run out, to scream, or what to do. It is quite 
possible that had I not fallen into the creek, my pants would 
have been wet now from what was going to happen next.  
 
After what seemed to be a long time, although it was only 
moments, I heard the Dark One say; “where have you been?” 
 
He growled and shook his big sack at me.  
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I was starting to tremble, but St. Nicholas held out his hand 
toward the Dark One. 
 
“Don’t frighten the boy. Can’t you see he is all wet?  Go over 
to the stove Adolf-le, and get warm,” he said.   
 
I don’t remember if I actually went to the stove.  My mind 
was racing as I looked around the room.  
 
There in front of the table was my brother Alfred, and next 
to him were the two girls that lived in the apartment 
upstairs.  But my sister was not there. I thought to myself:  
“poor Adelheidt, she is going to be in big trouble if she comes 
in now.”  
 
St. Nicholas started to walk around the room.  He was very 
short and smaller than I would have guessed. Around his 
shoulders was a red cape, like the one that our priest wore 
during Benediction, and he had a staff in one hand.  His 
white hair and long white beard was a sharp contrast to the 
black face of der Schwarze.  
 
I was terrified at the sight when St. Nicholas spoke again: 
“all of you are going to be good again next year, aren’t you? I 
will bring something for good boys and girls.”  
 
The Dark One interrupted him, waving his great bag, and 
growling: “but if you are bad, I will come to take you away in 
my sack.”  
 
He moved toward the two girls, who started screaming in 
terror.  Fortunately St. Nicholas stopped him from opening 
his sack. If I were not already wet from falling in the creek, 
it is quite possible that I would have been wet now!   
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St. Nicholas reached into the Dark One’s sack and took out 
some little paper sacks; one for each of us.  Then he and the 
Dark One left our house. In a moment, it was all over.  
 
When I looked around again, it was as if to ask; “was this all 
a dream?”  The girls and Alfred were opening their sacks.  
Each one had an apple, some nuts, and a piece of hard 
candy.  It was a treasure beyond expectation.  Only St. 
Nicholas could bring such a wonderful gift.  
 
I saw my mother standing in the corner of the room, but my 
father was not home.  Excitedly I told my mother; “Did you 
see that? I can’t wait to tell father.  I bet Adelheidt will 
never believe this. She will be sorry she missed this!” 
 
The next day, Arthur and I talked about the marvelous visit 
from St Nicholas.  Arthur told me that he felt bad because 
Wirtne was not home when he came.  We laughed about the 
coincidence that my father and Wirtne missed out on the 
most exciting thing that ever happened in our homes.  When 
I asked Arthur about how St. Nicholas knew my name, his 
answer was simply; “don’t be stupid…he knows everybody’s 
name.”  
 
With the ‘avarice’ of anticipating St. Nicholas Day satisfied, 
we children turned to joining the adults in the Christmas 
Season activities.  There were always special things going on 
in the town from the First Sunday in Advent, right through 
the Feast of the Three Wise men on January 6th.  It was a 
time for doing things with friends and family ... all sorts of 
things that did not involve having to spend money, since 
very few people had money to spend.  There were musical 
plays and activities in our Catholic Church, and the 
Lutheran church in the next town, Frauenzell, hosted 
several events for all children.  My sister, Adelheidt, was 
very proud and excited to be chosen for a part in the little 
theatre that the town set up in a large barn. It seemed like 
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half of her Christmas season that year was spent practicing 
for the play, but she cherished every minute, and she would 
tell us about those days for many Christmas seasons in the 
future.   
 
The entire week before December 25th was especially 
exciting to us.  Why we were excited would seem to be a 
mystery in today’s world, since we were not looking forward 
to or expecting presents from anyone. I suppose it was a 
time in which the intangible ‘spirit of Christmas’ was the 
important focus, rather than the commercial bustle of today. 
 
The highlight and culmination of everything was Christmas 
Eve.  There were all sorts of noises and music throughout 
the week. Firecrackers seemed to be jumping out of every 
corner where young boys happened to meet friends. 
Strangely, as if by some rule or law, things got very quiet on 
the 24th.  Everyone was in their own home. That afternoon, 
every family decorated a pine tree, and not before.  The day 
would end when everyone attended Midnight Mass, no 
matter how young or how old.  
 
 The most enduring mental image of Christmas in my life is 
the memory of walking up the hill from our house to the 

church on Christmas Eve, 
December 24th 1948. Snow 
covered the roadside and all the 
trees in a deep layer of white.  
The sun had softened the snow 
a little during the day, and now 
in the cold of the night there 
was a glistening film of ice that 

gave everything a bright sparkle.  Every house had candles 
in the windows, many had pine branches on their door, and 
some had large garlands that draped across the front of the 
roofline.  Even the town May Pole was strung with long 
ropes made out of pine branches.  There were no street 
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lights, so the only light to mark the path up to the church 
was provided by candles or lanterns that people had placed 
in front of their house.  As we walked up the hill, the only 
sound that could be heard was the crunching of frozen snow 
under our feet.  Soon the quiet spell of the night was broken 
by someone at the top of the hill playing Silent Night on a 
trumpet.  The sound echoed through the town.  If you 
listened carefully, you could hear a reply from someone 
playing the trumpet in the next town, Frauenzell, and then 
from other towns in our little valley.  It was no wonder that 
we did not need presents for Christmas.  Somehow, if the 
focus were on material things, that splendor of Christmas 
would have been lost.  Material gifts wear out, but such 
memories last a lifetime. 
 
There could never be another equal day.  It was Christmas 
1948, and everything was again right with the world! † 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“Material gifts wear out,  

but such memories last a lifetime…” 


