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Introduction 

When our daughter Melissa was teaching English in Japan, we were surprised when she told us that Santa Claus was extremely popular in all the department stores and served the same role as the jolly iconic representative of the December holiday that he did in North America.

Apparently, Santa’s popularity in Japan has not diminished in the years after Melissa returned to the States. Recently, a diver dressed as Santa Claus swam with a dolphin at Sea Paradise in Yokohoma, Kanagawa, Japan. 

Nearly every city in the United States has its own Santa Claus parade, and even small rural villages have Santa arriving by fire engine or some other vehicle to greet the kids with bags of candy. There is hardly a mall or department store that doesn’t have Santa and his elves visit for at least a few days during the festive season between Thanksgiving and Christmas Eve.

In 1937, Charles W. Howard established a Santa Claus School that still thrives today. Located in Midland, Michigan, the mission of the school is to uphold the traditions and preserve the history of Santa Claus.

This is not a book about who Santa Claus is, but, rather, a collection of stories about the miracles of happiness, love, and joy that his spirit can bring to individuals of all ages.

There are numerous histories of the evolution of Santa, the best-known and best-loved of all mysterious gift-givers in the world. Numerous scholars agree that there were many Pagans who worshipped a red-clad hearth god who would come down the chimney to bless those he deemed worthy of his favor. 

Others have traced the origins of Santa’s supernatural powers to Norse legends of Odin, who flew across the night skies and cured those who sought his powers as a god to heal them of illnesses contracted during the long winters. Some researchers suggest that traditions about Odin became combined with those of his fellow Norse god Thor, who rode a chariot drawn by two goats named Cracker and Cruncher. And some scholars claim that Santa is simply a modernized version of the tribal shaman, who dressed in brightly colored robes and who may have worn a set of antlers as a symbol of his mystical powers.

Christmas as a time to honor the birth of Jesus probably began about the year 336 when Roman Christians combined their observance of their savior’s nativity with Saturnalia, the popular Pagan celebration of the festival of lights that coincided with the Winter Solstice on December 25. 

To find a precise date for the advent of a Santa Claus figure in Christian Europe is more difficult. We know that the popular bishop Nicholas of Myra, who died in Lycia, Anatolia (present day Turkey) on December 6 in about 350, had a reputation as being a generous person who was even capable of producing miracles. Credited as the “Worker of Wonders” both before and after his death, Nicholas was recognized as a saint by the Eastern Catholic Church in the Eleventh century. By that time, he had become the third most beloved figure in Christendom, after Jesus and Mary. He became the patron saint of Greece and Russia, as well as many cities throughout Europe.

But the question remains: When did St. Nicholas become associated with the idea that his spirit could mysteriously visit good children on Christmas Eve—or December 6, depending upon the family’s location?

We believe the tradition began in a French village on December 6 sometime during the twelfth century. Honoring their patron saint, St. Nicholas, local nuns decided to bring candy to all the children in the village who had been good during the past year. The nuns entered some homes when the families were away and left candy in the shoes of the good children and switches in those of the naughty children. Because the energetic nuns managed to cover so much territory, some parents thought it had to have been St. Nicholas himself who had brought the gifts. From this French village and the efforts of the generous nuns, the Christmas visits of St. Nick spread slowly across all of Europe.

The evolution of gifts from candy to larger items may have been a result of the blending of traditions regarding the three Magi, the three wise men from the Orient, who brought gifts to the manger where the baby Jesus lay, and the giving of gifts by the Romans who celebrated Saturnalia. The belief that St. Nicholas enters a home through its chimney survives as a tradition established by the Pagan hearth god’s means of entry.

St. Nicholas was often named according to the spirit that he represented. In France, he was known as “Pere Noel” and in Spain as “Papa Noel,” Father Christmas. In Denmark and Germany, his title became 

“Christmas Man.” In northern Germany, interestingly enough, he was named after the Christian holiday— “Christkindle” or “Kris Kringle,” the latter of which has become an alternate name for Santa Claus in our contemporary culture. During the 1500s, the English dropped St. Nicholas after the nation became Protestant and favored naming the miraculous gift-giver “Father Christmas,” a much thinner and austere individual in contrast to plump old St. Nick. In the 1600s, when the Dutch began immigrating to the British colonies in America, they brought with them their “Sinterklaus” or “Sinte Klaus,” who, in their colony of New Amsterdam (presently New York City), became Santa Claus.

The Dutch colonists viewed Santa Claus or “Santy” as a very tall, slender, dignified, and somewhat stately individual, as befitted a benevolent saintly spirit. Washington Irving, famous for his tale of the eerie spook, the Headless Horseman in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” reinvented the traditional image of the somewhat aloof Santa Claus and in his A History of New York, recast Santy as a good-natured, jolly guardian spirit who soared above the treetops in a wagon and dropped presents down the chimneys of good children. 

In 1822, Clement C. Moore wrote the classic poem, “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” which described Santa Claus driving a sleigh drawn by eight tiny reindeer. Moore also spoke of Santa as being a jolly, plump elf, thus linking him to the ancient Pagan traditions of the generous shaman surrounded by his supernatural entities, the elves, the same beings who observed humans throughout the year to see if they merited being blessed or gifted during the Yule season.

Thomas Nast, a political cartoonist, famous for popularizing the image of the Democratic Party’s donkey, began in 1863 to create images of Santa Claus for the Christmas covers of Harper’s Weekly. In 1866, inspired by Moore’s poem, Nast created the famous drawing of Santa Claus in his North Pole workshop, reviewing the list of good and bad children. Santa is depicted as definitely plump and jolly, a cheery gift-giver who rides off into the night on a sleigh pulled by reindeer to deliver gifts around the world. 

Nast captured the image of Santa Claus that remained virtually unchanged until slight modifications were made in 1931 in the advertisements featured on the back covers of popular magazines. Coca Cola, the popular soft drink, commissioned artist Haddon Sundblom to paint a new Santa in their print ads from 1931 to 1964. Building upon Nast’s famous drawings, Sundblom polished the image of Santa Claus that is most well known today—a plump, jolly, red-cheeked, white-bearded man attired in a bright red suit trimmed with white fur, a black belt, and leather boots.

The depictions of Santa Claus in the popular media—especially, perhaps in motion pictures— remain very flexible. In the warmhearted classic, A Miracle on 34th Street (1947), a department store Santa might really be the kindly old elf himself. In The Santa Clause (1994), a man commits the unthinkable when he accidentally kills Santa and magically begins transforming into Santa Claus and assuming his duties. The 2007 film, Fred Claus reveals two startling bits of information: St. Nicholas has an older brother who has always been jealous of Nick’s selfless acts of generosity; and once an individual is canonized, his entire family remains frozen in time. Because of Nicholas’s status as a beloved saint, Fred, a ne’er-do-well still alive today, is given the chance to redeem himself by helping his brother, Santa Claus, at the North Pole. The trapped-in-time destiny of a saint’s family no doubt came as news to the Vatican. 

As we declared at the beginning of this Introduction, this is not a book about Santa or the many traditions that surround him. The Santa Miracles experienced by the individuals who have contacted us throughout the years really occur in a magical space and time that may well be separate from the normal three-dimensional world that we all share. Indeed, some of the miracles described in this book may have taken place within a timeless magical kingdom that contains the essence of the true meaning of Christmas.

It is our firm hope that all readers, young and old, will experience the “deep magic” and true wonder of this collection of Santa Miracles.

—Brad Steiger and Sherry Hansen Steiger 



As is true of many of us, David Oester learned about Santa’s miracles as a youth. This is his story: 

Let me give you some background. I attended the first six years of school in a two-room building; the first room held the first through fourth grades and the second room was for the fifth and sixth graders. The schoolhouse was located at Deer Island, Oregon, a campsite used by Lewis and Clark on their journey to the Oregon coast on November 5, 1805. In the 1950s, it was a wide spot on Highway 30 that followed the Columbia River to Astoria. 

It was during this time that my dad, Raleigh Oester, got a job as a rural mail carrier for the Deer Island area. These were hard times for many people. I remember one of my classmates would not come to school one day a week, and it was always the same day each week. It turns out that that particular day was washday at his home and he only had one shirt and trousers to wear.

Another friend never wore shoes during the summer, as he had to save them for the school year.

I didn’t realize while growing up that an economic depression had caused severe poverty. I had food to eat and a shelter over my head and never gave it another thought. I never knew that it was hard on my mom and dad who struggled to keep us clothed and fed. Recently, my mom told me that a few days before Christmas she would hide some of our old toys and then wrap them up so we would have something under the Christmas tree to open.

My most vivid childhood memory is when my brothers and I would accompany my parents on Christmas Eve to spread some holiday cheer. Dad would put on his red Santa suit, complete with padding and a fake white beard, load up the car with presents, and deliver gifts to some of the children on his mail route who he knew would not have a Christmas because money was too tight.

I did not realize at the time that many of the homes we visited were not much more than shacks.

Dad knew the names of everyone in each household.

He knew the hardships they suffered, as he too experienced them in the past. He would park the family car away from the driveway so the occupants would not recognize it as the mailman’s car. Then, my dad would call out the names to my brothers, mother, and I, and we would retrieve the presents and stuff them into his white bag.

When the family answered his knock on the door, he would greet the parents and children by name. They had no idea how this man dressed in a red Santa suit and a white beard could possibly know their names.

The children’s eyes would shine with a brightness that is hard to explain, and the parents’ mouths would drop open in shock.

I remember the last stop we made. Dad walked up to the dairy farm, passing the main house, and stopped at the hired hands’ cabin. He knocked on the door, and when the children opened it, he greeted them with a “Merry Christmas” and handed out the wrapped gifts.

While Dad was delivering the presents, I asked my mom why he gave away all the presents. I was thinking of how nice they would have been for our own Christmas.

Mom looked at me and said, “Those children will not have a Christmas; their parents are too poor to buy their children anything. You will have a Christmas, and now so will they.”

“But why does Dad dress up as Santa,” I asked. My mother told me it was so not to embarrass the families.

They must not think it is charity, but a miracle on Christmas Eve.

I never forgot the kindness that my parents showed for those who were less fortunate than we were. My dad never attended church, but he lived the higher spiritual law of “love thy fellow man,” a lesson that has stuck with me.

Years later, as a husband and father, when my oldest son was working on his Eagle Scout badge, he chose a “sub-for-Santa” project. He collected newspapers and soda cans, held car washes, and created other money-making projects to raise money for a family with two children who could not afford Christmas presents.

My son bought gifts for each of the children and cooked a turkey, potatoes, and all of the other trimmings for a nice Christmas dinner. A local merchant donated a Christmas tree and he built a tree stand, wrapped the presents, and together we hauled the dinner, presents, and tree to the family’s home.

When my son told the woman who answered the door what he was doing there, she was shocked— especially when she saw the tree, dinner, and gifts my son brought into the house.

Even after he set up the tree and delivered all the gifts, the family had no idea who this young man was or why he performed a miracle for them on Christmas Eve.

I was so proud of my son for carrying on the tradition begun by his grandfather.
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