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The Festival of Christmas 
Depicted on

World Paper 
Currency 

12y John Glynn 

MANY FAMILIAR CHRISTMAS
rituals go back centuries, putting up
the Christmas Tree, mailing of
Christmas cards, pulling the cracker,

opening presents and kissing under the mistletoe.
The most popular legend that is celebrated by children
throughout the world, is the legend of Father
Christmas.

Father Christmas is known by different names
around the world. In France he is "Pere Noel"; in Denmark,
"Jolinesse"; in Russia, "Dadushka A4oroz" (grandfather frost);
in Dutch, "Sinterklaas." The name Santa Claus is an American
modification to the Dutch name—Sinterklaas (Santa Klaas).

He is recognized by the jolly, chubby, man with the red coat
and white beard who drives a sled pulled by eight reindeers and flies above
the rooftops, dropping gifts down the chimney for the children. The festival of Christmas is a mid-winter festival
lasting twelve days and is celebrated in the majority of countries. It's a time of happiness, joy, family gatherings and
singing Christmas carols. Santa also has a town named after him; it's called "Sint Naklaas" in Belgium.

Much more is told about Santa Claus than is known. There is little evidence that he ever existed. He is
supposed to have been born in the fourth century AD. According to legend, he resided in a town called Myra that
extended along the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea, which is located in Lycia and is now incorporated into
present day Turkey. Nicholas as he was known in those clays, certainly had it hard. He was orphaned at an early age
when his parents died from the plague. But inherited wealth which his parents left him, and he pledged to spend it
for the benefit of poor people.

The tradition states that Santa was imprisoned during the Christmas persecution by Diocletian, the Roman
Emperor and released by Constantine, after which he attended the historic council of Nicaea. He is also credited
with numerous miracles which made his tomb in Myra a popular shrine for pilgrims a couple of centuries later.

Many different versions of stories have been told. One story goes that a man had three daughters. They
were so poor that he could not afford their marriage dowries. In fact prostitution seemed to be the girls only career
option. But a miracle occurred, on each of three consecutive nights, a bag of gold sailed into the poor man's win-
dow, a dowry for each of his daughters. On the third night anxious to learn the identity of his benefactor, the father
lay in wait. The next day in his gratitude he did not hesitate to let the town know the benefactor was Nicholas.
Another story goes, Nicholas climbed onto the rooftop one night and dropped a bag of gold in each pair of stock-
ings hanging in front of the fireplace to dry. The bags of gold landing in each of the stockings giving them dowries
to get married. Hence the tradition of Santa Claus coming down the chimney began with this story.
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Another story is that it has him turning three balls of brass into bags of gold, which is fitting for the patron
saint of pawnbrokers. He is also patron saint of the Greek Orthodox Church, and of Greece, Sicily, Aberdeen
Scotland, scholars, travellers, sailors, thieves and children to name a few.

When St. Nicholas passed away, his reputation and practice of giving gifts to the needy quickly spread
across the European continent. It was in France beginning in the 12th century that the custom of bringing gifts in
the name of St. Nicholas may have originated. Nuns at the convents in the central provinces began the practice of
leaving gifts, secretly at the home of poor families with small children on Christmas eve. The gifts were fruits, nuts
and oranges from Spain, which in those days were considered luxuries. St. Nicholas the bearer of gifts became a
patron saint of children throughout the world. A feast day named after him, was celebrated in many European
towns by electing a boy Bishop.

In Early May 1087, a command of 63 Italian mercenaries and sailors slipped into the Byzantine harbor
town of Myra in Southern Italy, smashed their way into a shrine and made off with parts of the bones of St.
Nicholas, 750 years after his death. In the scuffle at the tomb some of the relics were dropped and only part of St.
Nicholas reached Bari, Italy, when they arrived with their trophy. The parts of his remains which were left in
Turkey are now displayed in Antalya. Body snatchers are the name given to the thieves of the Adriatic port of Bari.
Therefore today's pilgrims can have a choice to see St Nicholas in Italy or Turkey. When St. Nicholas died he was
buried in the Cathedral in Myra. The village has never forgotten its humble origin.

CURRENCY THAT DEPICTS CHRISTMAS THEMES

Interest in Santa Claus in the United States came about with the publication by Clement Clark Moore's
poem "A visit from St. Nicholas" in 1822. The Christmas myth was brought to life in New York in Moore's home
state, then spread throughout the states. In 1836 Alabama was the first state to declare Christmas a legal holiday.
Oklahoma became the last state to declare it a legal holiday in 1907. The first decoration of the Christmas tree in
the White House was in 1856 by President Franklin Pierce.

The first currency which depicted Christmas scenes or Santa Claus appeared to be in the United States
mainly in the 1850s. In fact in New York City Santa Claus even had his own bank and hotel (shown above). The
St. Nicholas bank 1851-1865 (it became the St. Nicholas National Bank (shown below), charter #972 on April 1,
1865, voluntary liquidated on December 30, 1882) in New York City illustrated on all its denominations (except the
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$100 note) some form of Santa on the notes. The St. Nicholas hotel can be found on the one dollar bill in the cen-
ter of the note. Other banks in other states followed with one or more notes depicting Santa in various ways. New
York seems to be where the majority of Christmas notes were circulated. In the 1870s one of the main publishing
companies issued its own scrip note to the value of 25 cents, depicting Santa Claus and his reindeers riding away.
The scrip could be used as part payment for a book purchased from the publisher.

The main portrait on the notes is Santa sitting on a sleigh on a rooftop being pulled by eight reindeers,
(Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Donner and Blitzen). This image can be found on bank notes
from various states, including the $2 note of the Central Bank of Brooklyn (shown above), also: $5 on the Howard
Banking Co. from Boston; Pittsfield Bank $20 in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. On the $2 note from the Maine Bank in
the state of Maine, Santa can be found in the center of the note. This also can be found on the $2 on White
Mountain Bank, Lancaster New Hampshire; $3 on the Central Bank of Troy, New York (beware this note also
appears as a spurious note); $1 from the Iron Bank, Plattsburgh New York; Sing Sing Bank $2, from Ossining New
York; and the $2, $5 and $10 of the St. Nicholas Bank, New York City , to name a few.

Santa seated by a fireplace stuffing small toys into socks while smoking his pipe, appears on the $2 note
from the Knickerbocker Bank, New York City, and the St. Nicholas Bank $2 note also has Santa by the fireplace.
The $5 note of the Bank of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, (above) depicts Santa visiting a child with a bag of toys on his
shoulder. In the numismatic field the festival seemed to have become very popular with the series of Christmas
notes in the United States, especially New York. All the United States notes which illustrated Christmas scenes are
considered scarce and in many cases are rare.

Approximately seventy years later after World 'War I, Germany tried to meet the colossal cost of losing the
war. The local branches of the Reichsbank did not have sufficient currency for business firms who needed to meet
their wage payments. A law was passed permitting corporations, under license and against the deposit of appropri-
ate assets, to print their own money -- Notgeld (emergency money).

It wasn't long before everyone started to print his own money. Because of the excessive rise in the cost of
living, illegal notgeld equalled about twice the value of the Reichsbank notes. Within a few weeks, notgeld became
as common as the Reichsbank paper over most of the country.

In Austria and Germany several different types of notgeld notes depicted themes from the Christmas festi-



406 November/December • Whole No. 252 • Paper Money

val season as St. Nicholas notgeld. He is still the same person with a white beard and a white trimmed red coat and
hat. The only difference, a very important one, is these notes do not
illustrate reindeers.

Many of the notgeld notes with Christmas themes depicted St.
Nicholas delivering toys to children. In Neustadt, (Sachsen-Coburn,) a
50-pfennig note dated December 1, 1918, was issued. It was good for
three months and could be redeemed. The note showed St. Nicholas
carrying toys in the town. A Grossbreitenbach, 50-pfennig undated
note shows children with gifts under the Christmas tree. The town of
Sonneberg issued a 50-pfennig notgeld, dated 20 February 1920, illus-
trating St. Nicholas with toys on the front of the note (shown at left).

CHRISTMAS TREES

Christmas trees originated in Germany, but really did not catch on elsewhere until the 19th century when
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert of England made it respectable to have them.

Back in the llth century, St. Boniface arrived in Germany to convert the Teutonic Nords to Christianity.
He found them heavenly into the worship of trees which they perceived as a dwelling place for certain Gods and
representatives of basic life forces.

Unable to break the new flock of this habit, Boniface, encouraged them to take into their own dwellings
small trees at Christmas to represent the life force of Christ. An undated Bolkenhain, 50-pfennig notgeld note
shows a man with Christmas trees on the back of the note. In Sonneburg, a 50-pfennig note has the traditional St.
Nicholas holding a candle lit Christmas tree on the back of the note, and an armful of toys for the children. At
Langeln a 50-pfennig note redeemable on the December 31, 1921, depicts a young girl enjoying the Christmas tree
with her family. The town of Lausha had a 50-pfennig note with a Christmas tree on each side of a house and the
comment "in all the world Christmas tree decoration are known." Kahle has one of the most popular Christmas
notgeld series. All six 50-pfennig notes dated 20 November 1921 have an expiration date of 31 December 1921.
The back of the notes require little explanation. They show a Christmas tree in the center with the town of Kahla
in the background. The front of this note shows a Christmas tree lit with candles. A Mississippi and Alabama Real
Estate Banking Company (1838-1839) note depicts a Christmas tree with lights on each end of the note.

CAROL SINGERS

The festival season is not without carol singers, who perform in public bringing out the joy and cheer to
those who watch or join in. Many of us also sing along with the choir joining with them in the spirit of Christmas.
The word "carol" is a custom derived from an early dance of pagan origin. The word "carol" comes from the Latin
word "Choraula", a flautist who played during the dance. Until the late middle ages a carol was a ring dance in
which the participant sang.

The link between song and dance is reflected in "choir" and "choreography", both derived from the Greek
"Khoros" a dancing place. The orchestra is so named because it occupies an area equivalent to that used by the
dancers in Greek theatres. The 75- and 90-heller notgeld note in the town of Bruck in Pingz, Austria, depicts chil-
dren dancing to Christmas carols. A notgeld note from Possneck, Germany, illustrates carol singers singing in the
snow.

"Silent Night" is probably the world's most loved carol, having giving pleasure to generation after genera-
tion of people since it was composed on Christmas Eve back in the year 1818. It has truly been called the universal
anthem of Christmas and it has been translated into all the major languages of the world, so that the strain of the
melody can be heard everywhere at Christmas time.

The home of the carol is a small village of Oberndorf in the countryside of Austria. Villagers there have
never forgotten that it was their area which first gave the carol to the world. Oberndorf still has a Silent Night
Society. On Christmas Eve each year the mayor leads a procession of children through the streets. The society
starts the carol by ringing the bells of the local church until the stroke of midnight when all becomes silent.

Joseph Mohr, who was the priest of St. Nikolas Church, Oberndorf was born in Salzburg, Austria, on
December 11, 1792. He was sent into panic the day before Christmas Eve. His preparation for the festive service
was ruined when he discovered that mice had gnawed through the church organ's bellows irreparably damaging
them. Without an organ there would be no music and no service.

That night Father Mohr remained awake writing the words of a carol that would be sung to a simple
accompaniment of a guitar. Glancing out the window at the peaceful village of Oberndorf bathed in moonlight, the
words spilled out "all is calm all is bright." The next morning he hastened to his organist Franz Gruber, showed
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him the words, and asked him to set them to a guitar accompaniment. Gruber took up the guitar and quickly came
up with a tune. By that evening the carol had been polished and rehearsed by the church choir ready for its perfor-
mance. It was the first public performance in the little Austrian church. "Stille Nacht" became an immediate suc-
cess of what is today the world's favorite carol "Silent Night."

Numismatics played its part through the issuance of a set of
three identical Austrian notgeld notes from Oberndorf, in denomina-
tions of 10- (shown at left), 20- and 50-heller dated 1920. The front
depicts the Holy Night Church in the center, Father Joseph Mohr in
a circle on the left, and guitarist Franz Gruber in a circle on the right.
Below the image of Mohr is the word "Sille Nacht" (Silent Night),
and below Gruber is "Heilige Nacht (Holy Night).

Another carol associated with the festival season, a fitting
companion to Silent Night and equally well known, is the "Good
King Wenceslaus". This carol narrates the deeds performed by the
good king. The Christmas carol was written about 1582. The place
of its origin is rather doubtful. One thing is certain, though, many

people will hear it sung during the festival season. Good king Wenceslaus was immortalized by the well known
English carol.

Legend has it that in the cold winter months, Wenceslaus (his proper name was Vaclav) would cut wood in
the forest and secretly carry it to the needy widows and orphans. His servant Podivin, assisted him. The legend
further relates that Podivin did not feel the cold when following in his masters footsteps.

Wenceslaus (908-29) is the patron saint of Bohemia and is known as St. Vaclay. He was converted to
Christianity by his grandmother, Ludmille. After ascending the throne as king of Bohemia, he was assassinated by
his brother Boleslas The Cruel on September 929 AD because of his effort to convert his people to the Christian
faith.

The Bohemian King Wenceslaus is depicted on the 5,000-kronen bank note of the National Bank fur
Bohmen and Mahren dated 1944 (shown above). This was issued during a short life as an occupied state by Nazi
Germany. He is the only king saint to whom an altar is dedicated in St. Peters Chapel in the Vatican, Italy. The
statue of him astride his horse dominates Vaclayske Namesti (Wensceslaus Square in Prague,) Czechoslovakia.

"Come All Ye Faithful" was written in 1744 by John Francis Wade, a fervent supporter of Bonnie Prince
Charlie of England. The carol had been interpreted as a rallying song for the Jacobites. His call to his faithful is
said to refer not to worshippers of the Infant Christ, but to wavering supporters of the young pretender who was
laying claim to the English throne.

The year after the carol was written the "faithful" were gathering on the shores of Loch Shiel, Scotland, in
preparation for the march to London. The adventure ended in defeat at Culloden with Bonnie Prince Charlie flee-
ing to lifelong exile in France, where he drowned his sorrows in drunken oblivion. Wade also spent the rest of his
life across the channel keeping tight lipped about the political inspiration behind the famous carol.

"Jingle Bells," a popular Christmas song started out as a song for Thanksgiving in America. It was written
by James Pierpont from Savannah, Georgia, in 1857 and was called "One Horse Open Sleigh". He then promptly
forgot all about it. His brother discovered the song buried in an attic trunk seven years later, and we haven't
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stopped the jingle yet. A 50 pfennig German notgeld from Sonneberg
shows bells hanging from a Christmas tree on the back, and merits a word
from this popular sing.

"Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer" comes from the United
States, too. In 1939 Montgomery Ward, founder of the American depart-
ment store, hired Robert May to write a poem that their department store
Santa could recite over Christmas. May came up with a poem "Rollo the
Red Nose Reindeer". Company executives liked it, but weren't happy with
the name Rollo. So May changed it to Reginald. Still the name was reject-
ed and May's daughter came up with the new name Rudolph. The poem
was later put with music and sung by country singer Gene Autry.

Bank notes from the United States of the 1850s anticipate the
song, with notes depicting Santa seated in his sleigh being pulled by rein-
deers, as listed above.

"White Christmas" is the best selling Christmas single of all times.
Bing Crosby's "White Christmas" has sold more than 50 million copies
since 1942.

A 25-pfennig, undated, from Possneck, Germany, shows carolers
singing in the snow on its back. From Bruck/Pinzgau, an Austrian 60-
heller note, undated, (shown at right) depicts St. Nicholas carrying his sack
of toys through the snow.

CONCLUSION

You can call him Kris Kringle, Father Christmas, Santa Claus or St. Nicholas or whatever other name that
he may go by. He is celebrated around the world in many ways. In some areas Buddhist children call him
"Hotelosho," a man who acts like Santa Claus. He brings presents to each house for children. Muslim children
hang stockings up hoping that the Christmas old man (Che Lao Ren) will fill the stocking with gifts and toys.
Jewish children join the festival season by celebrating "Hanukkah" (Festival of Light) where children receive gifts
for a week.

There are many more religions who one way or another join the yuletide spirit. It is certainly a time for all
religions to come together and celebrate our humanity with each other and our neighbors.

You can find other special topics in Christmas paper money to celebrate the yuletide spirit yourself. The
nativity scene is one, another is decorations, toy-making, angels, elves, Christmas wreaths, and many more themes.
This article has just touched the surface of possibilities with notes about a jolly old man in a red suit and white
beard, decorated holiday trees, and the joy of singing our favorite songs with which we are so familiar.
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