The feast of San Martin
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Saint Martin of Tours shared his cloak with a beggar on a freezing morning. His exemplary actions are somehow overshadowed by his association with nuts, cakes and special breads on one day in November.

Saint Martin’s Day was celebrated in many parts of Europe, but the feast was especially popular in Sicily and in Malta, where there were, and to a certain extent still are, several traditions and sayings associated with this saint. In Malta, fine November weather is described as ‘is-sajf ta’ San Martin’., During this period of year a  traditional  ‘cake’ of figs dried in the sun and flavoured with fennel seeds, anisette and bay leaves, is usually made. These traditions are fading into memory as modern life takes hold of traditional activities - but one tradition that is as popular as ever is il-borża ta’ San Martin. This is a cloth bag filled with seasonal goodies given to children of all ages. It is usually filled with nuts, dried and fresh fruit, Sicilian-style marzipan fruits and a sweet bread roll called, unsurprisingly, ħbejża ta’ San Martin. There is a little ditty that illustrates this. “Ġewż, lewż, qastan u tin! Kemm inħobbu ‘l San Martin!” It’s a child’s ode to nuts and figs, received thanks to Saint Martin, and one of the rare treats that children had in the entire year. The nuts were given to the children still in the shell, and were used to play games until they were cracked open and eaten. Saint Martin is the patron saint of the hamlet of Bahrija, now a village, and every year his feast is celebrated there with a raffle of turkeys, geese and capons, which are then taken home and fattened for Christmas lunch.
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Exhibition of local fruits and nuts
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Typical traditional bread ( referred to as Saint Martin’s Bread)
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Saint Martin’s Maltese fritters
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