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4> A WORD FROM

Befana Catrina Caira
As I'm sure that Stacey and Karin have told you a great deal about Christmas in Canada and the
U.S.A. T thought I would tell you of a tradition from my Italian relatives, La Befana. Befana is a
kind old woman who delivers Christmas gifts to children on the Epiphany eve (January 5th) to be
opened on the 6th. She rides around on a magic flying broom, and comes in through the chimney
so is often depicted with soot and charcoal on her face and clothing. She also wears a black shawl
and has a woven hamper on her back to carry the treats in. She fills the socks of children with
candy (“caramelle”), fruit and presents if they are good or a lump of coal (“carbone”), onions, and
garlic if they are bad.

Traditionally, all Italian children would find a lump of "coal" in their stockings (actually rock candy
made black with caramel coloring), as every child has been at least occasionally bad during the year.
In many poorer parts of Italy and in particular rural Sicily, a stick in a stocking was placed instead
of coal. Being a good housekeeper, many say she will sweep the floor before she leaves. The sweep-
ing signifies the sweeping away of the problems of the year. The child's family leaves a small glass
of wine and a plate with some regional or local food for La Befana.

Today, Urbania is thought to be her official home (though there is some debate). Every year there
is a big festival held to celebrate the holiday. About 30,000-50,000 people attend the festivities.
Hundreds of Befana’s are present, swinging from the main tower. They juggle, dance and greet all
the children.
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