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Episode #5. Units of Quantity - Part 3: Most, Almost, and Almost All
Emily:

Chris, I’m thinking about something you once said to me about how we have always tended to
take most of the customs from our ancestors who were immigrants, and mix and match them
with existing ones into something new which suits our needs.

Chris:

Precisely. The process is quite natural, of course, but my point was that it strips the customs of
most of their historical context and almost all religious or cultural significance.

Emily:

Furthermore, once adopted, a new custom takes on a life of its own and then… gets exported
back abroad as this really cool thing. Then it starts to compete with most of the original
customs.

Chris:

Well, now! This seems to be a pretty wild set of conclusions!

Emily:

I think this is exactly what’s happening, Chris!

Chris:

Give me an example.

Emily:

Santa.

Chris:

Santa? Emily, I hope you are not suggesting that most Americans think Santa was taken from
the Old World by Coca-Cola for a soda commercial..

Emily:

Oh, please! Santa, or Saint Nick, originates with St. Nicholas, who was a Christian saint and
Greek bishop of Myra in the 4th century. As a bishop he wore red and white clothes, and he
loved children. You see how that would have been perfect for a soft drink company.

Chris:

A-ha! You do believe in this Coca-Cola conspiracy!

Emily:

No, I’m just teasing you. But, obviously, in a mostly protestant country like the United States,
the Catholic part of Nicholas had to kick the bucket.

Chris:

So then, the clothes of the bishop were replaced with the red Santa suit and the bishop’s miter
became a floppy hat!

Emily:

Exactly! Let’s continue down the path of custom adoption. In Germany, they celebrate St.
Nicholas on the 6th of December. The day before, almost all children clean all of their shoes
and put them in front of the fireplace, and the next day when they wake up the shoes are full
of goodies. In Holland, they call him Sinterklaas.

Chris:

Oh, that’s why most Americans hang socks on their fireplace on Christmas Eve!

Emily:

Right! Here’s another example of custom adapting in the United States. In Germany, the
Christmas Man brings presents for good children on Christmas Eve to celebrate the birth of
Jesus.

Chris:

Oh! I see! When I was little, my uncle would dress up like Santa and ask if I was naughty or
nice. I would always say that I was nice so he would give me my Christmas presents.

Emily:

And now you know where this custom came from!

Chris:

OK, one more question for our forensic examination of Santa. How did Santa get the reindeer
and that beautiful sled he uses to visit most children on Christmas Eve?

Emily:

According to legend, St. Nicholas rode a beautiful white steed. In the 19th century, you have
some poems in the US where that horse gets replaced by a reindeer and a sled. Those are
based on Scandinavian myths. Two reindeers are called Donder and Blitzen, almost literally
thunder and lightning in German.
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Chris:

Wow. Pretty sure most of us do not know that.

Emily:

Well, we do now!
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