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The word “miracle” is really kind of an inter-
esting word. Once we get to a certain age, 
it’s a word we all know. If somebody asks 

us for a definition, we can give one. If asked for 
an example, we can call up stories that we’ve 
been told or that we’ve read in the past. “Mir-
acle” is almost a common word, but, like the 
fancy set of inherited china that’s on display in 
the china cabinet in the dining room, it’s a word 
we think about every now and then but rarely 
ever use except at Christmas

Religious philosophers view miracles as an 
event where “two worlds collide”, where the 
natural world, defined by the rules and laws 
of nature, is intruded upon by an event that is 
“supernatural”, inexplicable and comes from 
a divine world that is a hidden mystery to us. 
Even the definition of the word itself defines the 
human reaction to a miracle. Derived from the 
Latin miruculum, “miracle” means “an object of 
wonder.”

But that definition begs the question, what 
kind of object, what kind of event would it take 
today, in this age, to cause people to stop in 
wonder and amazement?

We live in a world where scientists have de-
veloped the ability to store 10.5 trillion bits of 
information (the equivalent of 250 DVDs) on 
a space the size of a quarter—and the article 
touting that feat was published with the warning 
“this was written ten years ago”. In other words, 
“this is old news, and you won’t believe what 
we’ve done since then.”

We have developed the ability to decode our 
DNA, figuring out the exact order of the three 
billion chemical pairs that make up the DNA of 
human beings—the very building blocks of who 
we are that predict everything from the color of 
our eyes to what disease will most likely kill us 
when we grow old,

Computers are now allegedly capable of writ-
ing a novel with the same literary power found 
in works by the world’s greatest writers from 
Chekov to Steinbeck without a human being 
ever being part of the process.

Satellites hurtling through space millions of 
miles away send back images of what, scientists 
believe, may have captured the beginning of the 
universe. Scientists are moving in on being able 
to control the aging process, possibly extending 
life indefinitely, while modern medicine is now 
able to treat diseases and infections that people 
would never have survived just 25 years ago.

Some—no, correct that, many—of the ad-
vancements and inventions have vastly im-
proved the lives of human beings today. But 
some, maybe even many, have also served to 
diminish the value of each human life and re-
duced the great mysteries of the universe to 
little more than a series of predictive formulas 
and calculations, leaving people feeling isolated 
and alone in the profound vastness of this world 
and beyond.

With all of the knowledge, discoveries and 
advancements that have been made in just this 
century alone, what kind of event would it take 

The Miracle of Miracles
By Priscilla Waggoner



kiowacountyindependent.com Christmas’ Lovely Intangibles    •    3

to surprise and shock us to such a degree that 
we’re consumed with astonishment and awe?

What would a miracle look like to people to-
day?

Although some may not agree, artists—those 
individuals who create paintings, novels, pieces 
of music and films—have, throughout time, of-
fered up possible “answers” to some of the larg-
est questions human beings ponder.

The film industry has been pretty harshly 
criticized by some folks in recent years, deserv-
edly so (in some cases) and not deservedly so 
(in others). But during the 1940s, there were 
producers, screenwriters, directors and actors 
who were pondering the very same questions 
posed here.

Many of those men had served in World 
War II. Whether it was as documentarians on 
the battlefield filming the carnage of war or 
newspaper correspondents whose job it was to 
portray in words for the folks back home what 
was happening in Europe and on the high seas 
or pilots flying airplanes that were dropping a 
firestorm of bombs on cities and villages be-
low where they knew civilians still lived, many 
of those men had witnessed horrific deaths and 
destruction at the hands of other men unlike 
anything anyone had ever seen before and at a 
scale that was unimaginable.

The outbreak of a war that consumed the 
world led to the storytellers actually living the 
stories that they had only pretended to live be-
fore. After the war, they returned to their jobs. 
But knowing what they knew and having seen 
what they had seen, doing the same kind of 
films they had done before was simply not pos-
sible. They yearned to tell stories where “two 
worlds collide”, where every day people living 
every day lives in the natural world have a brief 
encounter with the divine—even if the messen-
gers bringing that divine message were people, 
just like themselves. And what better setting for 
such a story than... Christmas.

For about five or six years following World 
War II, Hollywood made films about Christmas 
with messages about spiritual transcendence 
and redemption. A Christmas Carol, adapted 
from Charles Dickens’ novel, tells the story of a 
miserly, miserable, old man whose heart—may-
be even his soul—is redeemed after visits from 
three ghosts help him discover the true joy in 
being generous and having compassion for oth-
ers.
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Meet John Doe tells the story of a happy-
go-lucky, failed baseball player whose chance 
encounter with a reporter leads to him tran-
scending his circumstances and committing 
to something larger than himself—even to the 
point of being willing to lay down his life.

It’s a Wonderful Life tells the story of George 
Bailey who, on the verge of ending his own life, 
is given the gift of seeing what the world would 
be like had he never been born, causing him to 
be truly full of gratitude, instead of regret, for 
the choices he has made.

And this edition tells the story of Miracle on 
34th Street where a man, claiming to be Santa 
Claus, inspires an embittered mother and her 
skeptical young daughter to have faith, even 
when common sense tells them not to, which 
opened up their hearts.

The messages were simple and profound and 
told through characters people could relate to, 
allowing them to maybe get a glimpse of their 
own transcendence and redemption. The mov-
ies were nothing short of hopeful and inspiring.

But then the world changed, and audienc-
es changed with it. George Bailey and Bedford 

Falls were replaced with National Lampoon and 
Chevy Chase. The personal journey of John 
Doe was replaced with characters spending 
time with dysfunctional families going through 
divorce. There were always happy endings, of a 
sort. But the change was clear.

The “two worlds” had gone their separate 
ways.

But not so with us. This is the fourth year 
that the Kiowa County Independent has put out 
a special Christmas edition devoted to stories 
about bigger things, worthwhile things. Things 
like... ”those lovely intangibles.”

We hope this issue brings as much joy to you 
in reading it as it brought to us in pulling it to-
gether.

From those of us at the Kiowa County Inde-
pendent to you and yours, wherever you are:

“Christmas isn’t just a day, it’s a frame of 
mind... and that’s what’s been changing. That’s 
why I’m glad I’m here, maybe I can do some-
thing about it.”

—Kris Kringle, “Miracle on 34th Street”
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The Miracle that was  
The Miracle on 34th Street
By Priscilla Waggoner



kiowacountyindependent.com Christmas’ Lovely Intangibles    •    7

It was December of 1943, halfway through 
World War II. The economy was strong. Un-
employment had all but disappeared, and 

President Roosevelt had shut down the Works 
Program Administration, signaling the Great 
Depression was over. Department stores in big 
cities across the country were full of shoppers, 
encouraged by the government that suggested 
shopping was patriotic and drawn to stores by 
attention-grabbing, slogan loaded advertise-
ments that promised the newest and shiniest 
toys for children.

At the same time, headlines in the newspa-
pers gave hellish snapshots of raids by Ameri-
can bombers destroying cities in Germany and 
Italy in a “firestorm” of explosions that killed 
tens of thousands of civilians. In the central 
Pacific, thousands of Marines were killed on a 
distant island named Tarawa, a faraway place 
that folks back home had never even heard of 
before. Whether in the newspapers, on the ra-
dio or in the newsreels that ran before feature 
length movies in theaters, Americans could 
only catch brief glimpses of the unimaginable 
destruction of lives and lands happening miles 
away from the shores of the United States.

It had been a long fifteen years for Americans 
with unforeseen events of incomprehensible 
magnitude happening, one after another after 
another. It was a short, apocalyptic list that had 
tested the faith of all.

The stock market crash of 1929 had wiped 
out fortunes overnight, sending a tsunami of 
economic misfortune that swept across the na-
tion. A severe and prolonged drought plagued 
farmers for close to a decade, with dust storms 
blowing–as happened in 1934 -12 million 
pounds of dust across the nation in just two 
days. But, worst of all, the rise of a madman, 
a monster of a human being unlike anyone in 
recent history, had risen to power in Germa-
ny. Appealing to the nativism and anger of an 
entire nation, the world watched as he turned 
that anger into a massive army capable of com-
mitting the worst atrocities against other human 
beings at the largest scale the world had ever 
seen. There was no guarantee he wouldn’t be 
successful—for quite a while, it looked like he 
was undefeatable as the darkest evil residing in 
the human soul was awakened and unleashed 
upon the world.
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But, in that December of 1943, life in a res-
olute America continued on. It was Christmas-
time and, even with the hearts and thoughts 
never straying far from the seven million boys, 
men and women serving in the military, the big 
department stores were packed with people 
caught up in a flurry of shopping.

It was on such a day that Valentine Davies 
found himself standing in line in a big depart-
ment store, arms full of packages while getting 
jostled by those around him. And it was there, 
in that department store, that Valentine was 
struck by a thought.

The 38-year-old writer had led a charmed 
life. Born the son of a well-to-do real estate 
broker in New York City, it was assumed Da-
vies would follow in his father’s footsteps. But, 
from his first day at the University of Michigan, 
Valentine discovered his passion in the musicals 
and comedies of the theater department, and 
he never looked back. The University of Mich-
igan was followed by his marriage to Elizabeth 
Strauss, a fellow theater student he had met in 
the Michigan theater department, and a grad-
uate degree from Yale Drama School where he 
studied playwriting.

In the fall of 1937, one of his plays opened 
in New York. “Blow Ye Winds—the story of the 
love of a lad for a lass” was a comedy in three 
acts starring Henry Fonda, and it caught the 
eye of people in Hollywood. That is all it took 
for Davies, Elizabeth, and their two children to 
pack up and head to the city of angels where he 

hoped to find bigger audiences—and, yes, big-
ger paychecks—in the movies.

Davies earned screen credits for a screenplay 
and a story idea, which were enough to give him 
standing in the movie business. But then Pearl 
Harbor was bombed. The United States entered 
the war, and Davies enlisted in the Coast Guard.

Two years later and approaching forty years 
old, Valentine Davies found himself in a depart-
ment store, looking with the eyes of a storytell-
er at what was happening around him. And a 
thought—more of a question, really—occurred 
to him.

What would Santa Claus think if he saw all 
of this?

Characters came to life in his imagination. A 
kind, twinkly eyed, old gentleman who thought 
he was (and very well might be) the real Santa 
Claus. A disillusioned and divorced mother who 
organizes the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. 
Her skeptical young daughter who was raised by 
her mother to not believe in fairy tales or Santa 
Claus.

Davies expanded the notes into a rough sto-
ryline and took it to George Seaton, a friend of 
his from his days in Ann Arbor. Seaton was on 
contract with Twentieth Century Fox and, as the 
story goes, Davies handed him the story out-
line, his notes and said, “See what you can do 
with this.”

While Seaton worked on the script, Davies 
wrote a 120 page novella of the story, planning 
to release it once the film was made.
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The result was a simple tale with pretty big 
themes that make the film as relevant today as 
it was seventy-five years ago.

Doris Walker, a no-nonsense Macy’s execu-
tive, desperately searches for a new store San-
ta. She hires Kris Kringle who insists that he’s 
the real Santa Claus. But he has many skeptics 
like her and her six-year-old daughter, Susan. 
So he goes to court to try and prove it. Is he the 
real Santa Claus?

When Davies and Seaton took the script to 
studio executive Darrell Zanuck, he was unim-
pressed with the story. Zanuck was known for 
producing weightier films about extraordinary 
figures in history, like The Song of Bernadette, 
or social issues, like A Tree Grows in Brooklyn 
dealing with racial prejudice and A Gentlemen’s 
Agreement, a story about anti-Semitism. Za-
nuck was known for taking on issues that no 
other studio would touching, and the script 
about Santa Claus struck him as frivolous and 
one that would not interest movie audiences.

He eventually agreed to produce the film but 
wanted the title changed. Originally titled, “The 
Big Heart”, the film was then titled “My Heart 
Tells Me” followed by “It’s Only Human. When 

“Miracle on 34th Street” was suggested, Seaton 
and Davies knew that was it.

Zanuck also insisted it be released in the 
summertime when attendance at movie the-
aters was high. The plan was to let the movie 
run in cities in the summer and then, in the fall, 
distribute it to smaller, rural communities where 
it would run through Christmas. As a result, the 
name Santa Claus was to appear nowhere in the 
marketing for the movies and there should be 
no mention of Christmas.

The trailer promoting the film was... un-
usual... and did not show or even suggest it 
had anything to do with Christmas. Adjectives 
like “hilarious”, “tender”, “exciting” and even 
“groovey” but not a word about the main char-
acter. The original trailer can be see at What 
Are These Stars Watching This Holiday Season? 
(imdb.com) ) a single scene or image from the 
film but, instead, consisted of a contrived sce-
nario showing big name actors talking about the 
film—“Have you seen that movie? It had audi-
ences in stitches with laughter”.

Only one big name was cast in the movie. 
Maureen O’Hara, who was well known by that 
time, was cast to play the role of Doris Watson. 
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Edmund Gwenn, a 5’5” British actor in his 70s 
who had created a reputation for himself both 
on the stage and in film, was cast to play Kris 
Kringle. John Payne, 6’2”, was a rising star in 
Hollywood and cast to play Fred Gailey. There 
were rumored to be numerous times that the 
crew teased the actors about framing a shot 
that would do a good job of catching Payne and 
Gwenn whose nine-inch difference in height 
made it a bit of a challenge. And, finally, an 
eight-year-old little girl no one had ever heard 
of before named Natalie Wood was cast to play 
Susan Watson, Doris’ daughter. Casting her for 
the part would later be called a “genius” deci-
sion that made the whole movie.

While in pre-production, it was learned that 
Natalie Wood was still uncertain about whether 
there was or was not a real Santa Claus. De-
termined to not have the movie about a little 
girl who didn’t believe in Santa Claus learning to 
believe be the same film where a little girl who 
believed in Santa Claus learned that Santa Claus 
was actually not a real figure, Edmund Gwenn 
(who was clean shaven) insisted on showing up 
on set before anyone else for the make-up artist 
to put on his beard. He did that throughout the 
entire production. Years later, members of the 
cast talked about catching Wood watch Gwenn 
with a look of utter fascination.

Seaton and Davies also wanted to film on 
location in New York City, the icon of urban 
commercialization, and to make the film look as 
realistic as possible. The scene of Kris Kringle 
riding a float in the Macy’s Day Parade is actual 
footage of Gwenn, in costume and character, 
in the 1946 parade. The scenes in the Macy’s 
locker room and cafeteria were shot in those 
places, as was the scene in the post office, the 

courthouse and the psychiatric ward in Bellevue 
Hospital. (Of course, the other patients in the 
scene were extras, not actual patients.)

That quest for realism had its drawbacks. 
While shooting the scene where Susan, Doris 
and Fred pull up at the house that Susan asked 
for from Kringle, the temperature outside was 
so cold that the cameras froze. The crew had to 
wait while the cameraman took the cameras to 
a location where they could thaw.

A neighbor, watching the filming in process, 
invited O’Hara, Payne and Wood plus some 
other crew members into her house to warm up, 
serving them hot chocolate while they waited. 
As she later recalled in her autobiography ‘Tis 
Herself, O’Hara was so grateful for the woman’s 
hospitality that she took her entire family out 
to a very exclusive restaurant in New York City 
that same night.

In later years, members of the cast and crew 
recalled an unusually strong bond of affection 
and friendship among those who were on the 
set. In fact, after shooting had wrapped for the 
day, O’Hara, Payne and Gwenn were known for 
going to dinner and then walking around the 
city, looking at the Christmas lights in store win-
dows and along the streets. Many have attribut-
ed that to the gentle sweetness of the story.

When the film opened in theaters on June 
7, 1947, executives—including Zanuck—
were shocked at its reception. Aside from the 
“League of Decency” that condemned the film 
for portraying a divorced mother who also held 
a job, audiences loved the story from day one 
and continued to love it all the way through the 
summer, through the fall and into Christmas.

Miracle on 34th Street would ultimately go 
on to be awarded three Oscars by the Acade-
my of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Ed-
mund Gwenn was awarded an Oscar for Best 
Performance by an Actor in a Supporting Role. 
George Seaton was awarded an Oscar for Best 
Screenplay, and Davies got an Academy Award 
for Best Story.

Valentine Davies and George Seaton would 
go on to distinguished careers in film. Sadly, Da-
vies’ life was cut short when he died of a heart 
attack at the age of 55. But even his death was 
fitting in a way. According to friends who were 
with him, Valentine Davies died in the midst of 
a big, hearty, full-bellied laugh.

In the years since it was released, there have 
been two television remakes of the story (in 
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1959 and 1973) plus a remake as a film in 1994. 
It’s been redone as a radio adaptation and a 
full-length play for both professional and com-
munity theater. And Davies’ novella version of 
the story, published and distributed at the same 
time the movie was released, has sold millions 
of copies.

So, what was it that Zanuck and other nay-
sayers had so wrong about the film? What res-
onated so strongly with audiences in 1947 that 
continues to resonate today in a world that is far 
more cynical with audiences that have grown ac-
customed to movies that cost hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars to produce and are loaded with 
images unlike anything ever seen on screen? 
The film is approaching its 75th birthday. Why 
does it still draw viewers every single year?

Perhaps it has nothing to do with any of 
those things. Perhaps it is the message of the 
film that reached out to a nation of people that 
had just come through an extraordinarily dif-
ficult time and were looking for something to 
believe in, something to transcend all the pain 
and horror and loss they had witnessed. Per-
haps it is a message that still reaches people to-
day, weary of different conflicts, different trials 
with different dynamics but still weary, all the 
same for that sense of something that is larger 
than themselves. Perhaps it is reflected in those 
words spoken in the film. Words like faith, kind-
ness, joy and hope. And perhaps it is said best 
in the words of the characters, themselves.

FRED: “It’s not just Kris who’s on trial. It’s all 
the things he stands for. It’s kindness, joy and 
love and all those other intangibles.”

DORIS: “That’s a nice sentiment, but lovely 
intangibles aren’t worth very much.”

FRED: “Look, Doris. Someday, you’re go-
ing to find that your way of facing this realistic 
world just doesn’t work. And when you do, don’t 
overlook those lovely intangibles. You’ll discov-
er they are the only things that are worthwhile.”

Or, better yet, the words of Santa Claus, him-
self.

“For the past fifty years or so I’ve been get-
ting more and more worried about Christmas. 
Seems we’re all so busy, and trying to beat the 
other fellow and trying to make things go faster 
and look shinier and cost less. Christmas and I 
are sort of getting lost in the shuffle. Oh, Christ-
mas isn’t just a day, it’s a frame of mind, and 
that’s what’s been changing. If I can win you 
over, there’s still hope!”
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The greatest gifts the Maker of all things 
gave us were the abilities of sense and 
emotion. Senses allow us to feel the phys-

ical, compiling pictures of moments, then we 
can sense those moments over and over. The 
Maker gave us a greater gift to remember and 
relive the moments in memory. Warmth, Joy 
and Fear imprint our minds and DNA forever.

Warmth
We enjoy the basic warmth of the sun against 
a cold winter day. The feeling on our face and 
seen through our eyes can be felt through us 
long after the sun has set. But the sense of 
warmth can be like a warmth of other suns 
warming our souls and mortal being. We are 
thrilled at the warmth romantic love brings us. 
Knowing another beyond what we see and feel 
is unparalleled.

Even more than the first kiss happens in a mo-
ment of lightening, later when we feel the close-
ness of a shared spirit as a baby grows from us. 
The touch we had in romance pales when the 
life arises we shared in creating. The warmth of 
another sun deepens mere touch into a melding 
of souls when we celebrate the gift shared. The 
memory of that instant is the incomparable gift.

Joy
The single pleasure of seeing another person’s 
face with unmasked joy is another fire kindled 
by happiness we can live and relive. Seeing a 
child’s moment of discovery, their first taste of 
sugar or smelling a lilac or seeing the glowing 
orange of a trumpeter vine’s flower. Watching 
and remembering how far they batted their first 
ball, of the first catch of a fly ball.

Christmas Memories
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Fear
The thing that doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. 
You’ve heard the expression. When we see the 
inevitable in the split second before it happens, 
then we survive, our feet still on the ground. It 
gives us a gift of knowing fear, we have a chance 
in front of us to do better. The memory it instills 
imprints our mind and heart for a lifetime. Fear 
of slipping from a toehold, Fear of what’s in the 
dark around a blind corner, makes us appreci-
ate every breath, every gift given and received, 
so much more. Every minute of every day so 
much more lived.

The wonder of life lives. It lives in memory 
and our faith the warm sun will rise again.

Psalm 100, The Bible
1“Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands.
2Serve the Lord with gladness: come before his 
presence with singing.
3Know ye that the Lord he is God: it is he that 
hath made us, and not we ourselves; we are his 
people, and the sheep of his pasture.
4Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and
into his courts with praise: be thankful unto him
and bless his name.
5For the Lord is good; his mercy is everlasting 
and his truth endureth to all generations.”

Vayan con Dios.
—Jeff C. Campbell
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The Saint Who  
Became Santa Claus

By Priscilla Waggoner
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Few things say “Christmas” like a picture 
of a rosy-cheeked, white bearded, portly 
and jolly “old soul” wearing the customary 

red and white cuffed garb. No matter where he 
is seen, whether in person or on paper, Santa 
Claus is immediately recognizable for being... 
Santa Claus.

But the man behind the myth—the living 
person who was, according to just about ev-
erybody, the inspiration for the Santa Claus we 
know today—might come as a bit of a surprise.

Not much is known about the early life of the 
man who came to be known as Saint Nicholas. 
It’s generally accepted that he was born in Pa-
tara, Lycia—an area that’s in present-day Tur-
key—around 280 A.D. (For those trying to do 
the math in their head, that’s about 1740 years 
ago.)

Patara was a flourishing maritime and com-
mercial city, located in the southwest corner 
of Turkey on the coast of the Mediterranean 
Sea. It’s not known what business Nicholas’ 
family was in, but his parents were known to 
be wealthy, wealthy enough that, when they 
passed away, young Nicholas inherited a signifi-
cant amount of money. But instead of spending 

his fortune on all that would be available to a 
young and wealthy man in a flourishing city on 
the Mediterranean Sea, Nicholas started giving 
the money away, all of it to the sick and the poor 
children in need.

The circumstances of the children he’s known 
for helping provide a glimpse into how brutal 
life in third century Patara could be. Suffice it to 
say, it could be pretty darn brutal.

The story that’s told most often involves a fa-
ther with three young daughters, all of whom 
were of marrying age (which was pretty young 
back then). In order for a young girl to be mar-
ried, she was required to have a dowry, which 
was paid by the father to the groom on the day 
of their marriage. Any girl who did not have a 
dowry was forbidden to marry, which typically 
led to her being sold into “servitude”. And ser-
vitude was a polite way of saying she was often 
forced to go into prostitution.

When Nicholas learned of the plight of the 
three daughters, as the story goes, he snuck 
into their father’s house one night and, while 
all were sleeping, left a bag of gold. He did that 
two more times and, on the third night, the fa-
ther caught him in the act. He thanked him pro-



16    •    Christmas’ Lovely Intangibles kiowacountyindependent.com

fusely for saving his daughters from what was 
an undoubtedly a horrible fate.

Another story attributed to Nichols involves 
several men who were in prison. It was gener-
ally known in the community that the men were 
innocent of the crime that they were accused of 
committing, a crime serious enough that they 
were sentenced to be executed. Upon hear-
ing of the men’s imprisonment, Nicholas used 
part of his fortune to buy their freedom, an act 
which was met with great praise and gratitude 
by friends and families of the prisoners.

Nicholas was known as a devout Christian. 
After giving away the entirety of his sizeable 
fortune to children and others who were poor 
or sick, he moved to the nearby city of Myra 
where he became a monk. But his giving did 
not stop. According to the church, Nicholas was 
also bestowed with the gift of prayer, and it is 
said that, on one occasion, Nicholas’ prayers for 
a boatful of sailors during a horrendous storm 
saved them from a certain, watery death at sea.

His reputation for compassion and piety 
grew over the years, and Nicholas was eventu-
ally made the Bishop of Myra. As was true with 
his early life, not much is known about when he 

died, but several sources list it as December 6, 
343, the day that the Catholic and Eastern Or-
thodox churches celebrated with a great feast 
for the next thousand years.

After his death, Nicholas was made a saint 
by the church and the stories of his acts spread 
throughout Europe. He was known as the giver 
of gifts and protector of children, the sick, sail-
ors, wolves and pawnbrokers (not sure where 
that last one came from but there’s undoubtedly 
a story about that somewhere).

Saint Nicholas’ popularity was firmly en-
trenched throughout Europe, helped in no small 
part by pieces of his skeleton being dispersed 
throughout the church where the bits of bones 
were revered as sacred relics. When the story of 
the kindly, old monk reached Northern Europe, 
the legend became mingled with other Teutonic 
folk tales of elves and “sky chariots”. It was then 
that his portrayal in art and legend transformed 

Saint Nicholas in Holland: Sinter Klaas. In the Dutch legend 
St. Nicholas lives in Spain. Each Christmas he sails a small 
ship to the Dutch beaches where he is met by a white horse. 
He is carried on his rounds and back to the beach for his re-
turn journey. St. Nicholas is always depicted as wearing full 
clerical regalia as a bishop. His name gradually was changed 
to Sinter Klaas and eventually to Santa Claus in the New 
World. George Gotto Santa Claus Collection
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from a monk in Turkey to a tall, bearded, rosy 
faced man clad in the bright robe of the cleric.

In the 1500s, the Reformation movement 
created Protestantism and many of the Chris-
tian faith were encouraged to stop honoring 
saints. but not so with Saint Nicholas, especially 
in the Netherlands.

For the next few centuries, the Dutch con-
tinued to celebrate December 6th as the day of 
the feast of Saint Nicholas and children would 
wake up early in the morning and find gifts (for 
the good children) or lumps of coal (for the not 
so good children) nestled in their shoes and left 
for them by Saint Nicholas.

It is likely that, when Dutch immigrants came 
to the United States in the 1700s and settled in 
the Hudson Valley, they brought the legend of 
Saint Nicholas with them, whom they called Sint 
Nikolaas or by his nickname Sinterklaas.

Eventually, the celebration of the feast day 
of Saint Nicholas stopped being celebrated on 
December 6 and merged with December 25, 
Christmas Day.

For his part, Santa Claus went through a 
number of transformations, most notably by 
Washington Irving who, in 1809, wrote about a 

Julnissen. In Scandinavia Nissen are little people 5 to 6 inches 
tall. Usually they live in barns and stables and their primary job 
is to see that animals are well fed and cared for. As Christmas 
approaches, they become Julnissen, move into the homes and 
watch children. Good children are suitably rewarded with gifts 
and sweets at Christmas, but they have been known to play 
terrible tricks on bad children. The central figure is three times 
actual size. A more accurate idea of their size can be gained 
from the two nappers—one sheltered between a pair of bull-
finches—the other sharing an abandoned lady’s shoe with a 
mouse. George Gotto Santa Claus Collection
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chubby Dutchman who flew the skies in a wag-
on and dropped gifts down people’s chimney. 
In 1823, Clement Clarke Moore published his 
poem “A Visit from Saint Nicholas” which trad-
ed out the wagon for a “sleigh drawn by eight 
tiny reindeer”—with the reindeer most like-
ly based on the Svalbard reindeer common to 
the Netherlands that are about half the size of 
reindeer everywhere else. It was first published 
anonymously in the American newspaper, the 
Troy Sentinel. The first two lines of the 51 line 
poem read, “’Twas the night before Christmas, 
and all thro’ the house…´ Yup. That probably 
rings a bell, so to speak, for most. During the 
Civil War, a cartoonist by the name of Thomas 
Nast began to portray Saint Nicholas in a red 
suit with white fur and, ho-ho-ho, what do you 
know, the image of Santa Claus we all know and 
love today was born. And it was in 1879 that 
Nast suggested Santa Claus did not come from 
Turkey, Spain or the Netherlands, but the North 
Pole.

From that point on, Santa Claus was pretty 
much everywhere, from Christmas cards to city 
streets when, in 1890, the Salvation Army sent 

out volunteers dressed in Claus-like costumes 
and carrying red kettle pots and bells to ask for 
donations for the poor.

There is really no way of even estimating how 
many illustrations, books, stories, songs, mov-
ies and, yes, advertisements have involved the 
legend of Santa Claus over the years. But it’s a 
pretty good bet that the number is very, very 
high.

Yet, somehow, in an age where everything 
is constantly updated, revised, reinvented, re-
branded and reworked to be more appealing 
to the masses who have only grown more fick-
le over the years, those masses have somehow 
held strong and true to the legend of Santa 
Claus from days of old. He may look a little 
different than he used to, he may even have a 
few errant elves on the work crew at the North 
Pole. But who he is in his jolly ol’ soul and his 
kind and loving heart—those places that truly 
matter—he remains the same. And, frankly, for 
many, that’s a pleasant thought as we drift off 
to sleep on the “night before Christmas when 
all through the house, not a creature is stirring, 
not even a mouse.”
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Chose... a rock washed by the sea
On a beach, looking away from Iona

Climbed... upon an immense boulder
Dwarfing, my mighty self above the Tularosa Bolson

Stood... in the remains of an ancient western red cedar
Stumped, at the lost grandeur of green

Gazed... at the crystal blue of Bear Lake
Capturing, my eyes forever next to the horizon

Circled... the small lead soldier beneath the adobe
Preserved, by finding surrounded by rotting wood

Breathed... deep the Atlantic on a shelf
Bathing, in first light of dawn touching granite

Paid... homage in peat bogs west of Red Bay
Feeling. Scotia and Eire oozing under my soles

Saw... simple birds’ wing, as if still, above
the Sierra Diablo
Heading, into winds and updrafts carrying them
nowhere over the Delaware Basin and Wildhorse Draw

As all walked by,
Trodding in long steps
Of distant civilisation
So far away I could touch
And forget in the same twinkling.
Somewhere between life and death
I forgot myself and cared
For nothing else from one dawn
To the next humble dawn.

Jeff C. Campbell
Jan. 8, 2000, Edgewood, NM #449

Christmas Altar
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Henry Cole,  
a Friendly Old Soul,  
Had a Clever Idea, Indeed
By Priscilla Waggoner

The first Christmas card (1846), designed 
by J. C. Horsley, R.A., for Sir Henry Cole.
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Old Henry Cole is not with us anymore, a 
fact which should not come as a surprise 
to anyone since the gentleman lived in 

the 1800s. But, if he was still walking among 
us, we would all owe him our deepest heart-
felt thanks. Despite being known for wearing 
clothes that were slightly too large for his short 
and portly figure, his stark white hair that was 
perpetually unkempt whether it was on the top 
of his head or jutting out from beneath the bot-
tom of his chin and his sleepy looking eyes that 
gave the impression he was always on the verge 
of taking a nap even in the middle of a sentence, 
Mr. Cole was a man who was ahead of his time. 
In fact, dear Henry is responsible for inventing 
one of our most common Christmas traditions 
that, worldwide, we continue to practice to this 
very day.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves in the 
story.

Illustration of Henry Cole. Vanity Fair (1871)
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Henry Cole was born in the year 1808 in the 
town of Bath, Somerset in southwest England. 
The son of a former military man and a moth-
er with an imagination as fanciful as her name 
of Laetitia, Henry was 15 years old when he 
took a position with the government as a clerk, 
transcribing records. If it seems like that was 
a tedious job, that is because it was—very te-
dious—but it was one Henry did very well with 
great attention to detail, and he soon gained the 
reputation of being a fine and upstanding civil 
servant.

But even as a young teenaged boy of 15, Hen-
ry was full of surprises. He may have spent his 
days as a quiet, respectable clerk, but at night, 
he spent his time doing watercolors—illustra-
tions, actually, for a writer who was renting a 
room in the house where Henry lived with his 
mother and father.

Henry excelled in the job of transcribing, so 
much so that he was given greater responsibil-
ities, including the arrangement of a vast and 
almost overwhelming array of records in the di-

vision of the British government responsible for 
the delivery of letters and packages.

But, by candlelight at night, Henry continued 
with his illustrations. It wasn’t long before he 
tried his hand at writing words to go with his 
drawings. Concerned that gaining a reputation 
as a writer might conflict with his reputation as a 
civil servant, Henry gave himself the pseudonym 
of Felix Summerly, and Mr. Summerly was suc-
cessful, indeed. Henry—er, um, Felix—would 
go on to write a number of children’s books, 
including Beauty and the Beast—an entirely 
new edition. Most surprising was his interest 
in applying art to industrial design and, under 
his name of Felix, designed an award-winning 
teapot that was produced en masse by a British 
teapot company.

By the time he was in his early thirties, this 
fine and upstanding civil servant found himself 
appointed to a significant position he had never 
imagined. Henry was put in charge of reorga-
nizing the entirety of the British postal system, 
which he did with his typical creativity. Hen-
ry Cole is responsible for the groundbreaking 

Christmas card from 1848. William Maw Egley
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creation of the “penny post” which allowed the 
mailing of postcards at a fee everyone could af-
ford.

The year was 1843. Henry, now 35 years old, 
was a respectable man with a wife and family 
of his own. Perhaps the greatest surprise–to 
Henry, most of all—is when he found himself 
an “A-lister”, widely welcomed among the “so-
cial elites of England.” Prestigious as his new 
standing was, being an A-lister brought with it 
a very busy social calendar and a large number 
of friends.

At that time, it was customary for people to 
compose letters at Christmas, individually and 
painstakingly written to each friend and ac-
quaintance detailing all the events of the previ-
ous year with personalized wishes for the mer-
riest of Christmas seasons.

Henry was not about to forego such a com-
mon tradition but, with all he was doing and a 
family to boot, he simply did not have the time 
to compose an individual letter to each of the 
friends he had made. And the stack of unan-
swered Christmas letters at the Cole household 
was growing higher and higher every day.

And that is when Henry had an idea.
Why not design a postcard with a lovely il-

lustration and Christmas message on the front 
and a small space on the back for a handwritten 
message? It would be the perfect way of up-
holding the long-standing tradition while also 
doing so in a way that could be done in a rea-
sonable amount of time and, frankly, for a rea-
sonable amount of money.

On December 17, 1843, a diary entry chron-
icles Henry having contacted his friend, John 
Hallicott Horsley, and asking him to illustrate 
his idea. “In the Evg Horsley came & brought his 
design for Christmas Cards”.

Horsley’s illustration included three gener-
ations of the Cole family raising their glasses 
of wine in a toast. The scene is surrounded by 
black and white scenes depicting acts of giving 
with the combined message of charity and cel-
ebration.

Cole hired a printer to transfer the design 
onto one thousand postcards with room for a 
personalized greeting. Suffice it to say, the idea 
was a huge hit. It should be noted that 1843 
was a big year for Christmas in England. That 
was the year that Charles Dickens’ A Christmas 
Carol was printed to acclaim. It was also the 
year that Prince Albert began to introduce to 
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people new ideas about celebrating Christmas, 
not the least of which was suggesting people 
start decorating Christmas trees in their hous-
es. And, as it turns out, that was also the year 
the first Christmas postcard came into being.

Of course, no great idea comes without a bit 
of controversy. At the time, there was a somber 
movement in England advocating for temper-
ance and abstinence—no wine or spirits of any 
kind should be encouraged or enjoyed whatso-
ever. Henry’s Christmas card–that showed Cole 
children raising a glass of wine in toast–gar-
nered some criticism among the temperance 
crowed who accused him of promoting under-
age drinking. But the popularity of Cole’s cards 
soon overshadowed the “no wine is good wine” 
movement, and the postcards popularity won 
the day.

Several years passed before another Christ-
mas post card was printed and distributed, but 
this was the Victorian era in England, and it 
wasn’t long before others were printing post-
cards of their own at Christmastime.

Well known artists were commissioned to do 
illustrations that became more and more elab-
orate with each year. Most interesting was the 
introduction of scenes that captured the feeling 
of the season with images we still recognize as 
embodying Christmas 180 years late: Sprigs of 
holly, Christmas wreaths, winter scenes of snow 
covered hills and horse drawn sleighs.

The Christmas postcard craze soon made its 
way across “the big pond” to the United States. 
A man named Louis Prang, a Prussian immi-
grant living in Boston, is credited with printing 
the first Christmas postcard in 1875. But unlike 
Cole’s illustrations depicting Christmas scenes, 
the Boston based card did not contain a single 
Christmas image. Instead, it was a beautiful il-
lustration of a flower with the simple message 
“Merry Christmas”. During the years that fol-
lowed, there continued to be an absence of 
nativity scenes or angels with exquisite nature 
scenes of birds and flowers depicted instead—
cards that could be mailed in late October or 
November without a second thought.

The new design was so popular that, through 
the end of the 1800s and into the first part of 
the 1900s, collecting those first Christmas cards 
became an end unto itself, much like collecting 
butterflies, rare stamps or coins. Contests were 
held and cash prizes were offered for the best 
cards each year. Reviews of each year’s Christ-

mas cards were even published in major news-
papers alongside reviews of the latest novels or 
plays. But people soon wanted more room to 
write a Christmas message and the postcard 
simply didn’t allow that.

And that is when, in 1915, a small, Kansas 
City based, fledgling postcard printing com-
pany made a life-changing decision. Original-
ly started just five years earlier by Joyce Hall, 
with brothers William and Rollie soon joining 
in, the Hall Postcard Company decided to enter 
the Christmas postcard market. But they had a 
somewhat different idea in mind.

They printed cards that were four inches 
high, six inches wide and folded in half. It was 
the perfect size to write a message—still brief 
but with more room than postcards. It was also 
inserted into an envelope.

This new “book” style card displayed imag-
es of Santa Claus, bright stars of Bethlehem, 
shepherd and wise men standing on hills and 
nativity scenes and contained Christmas mes-
sages (albeit somewhat clichéd ) inside with 
space below for writing. The new format caught 
on immediately and soon became the norm in 
the United States.

After firmly establishing their place in the 
market, the Hall brothers then changed the 
name of their company to Hallmark (betcha 
didn’t see that one coming) and, with new com-
petitors on the market, looked for new ways to 
appeal to the Christmas card market.

Christmas card from 1948. Norman Rockwell
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Their idea was both commonsense and pure 
genius when Hallmark reached out to famous 
artists, whom they commissioned for illustra-
tions. Hence, a whole new genre of Christmas 
cards hit the market with illustrations by Salva-
dor Dali, Grandma Moses and, of course, Nor-
man Rockwell. Some of those cards are still in 
print, and Rockwell’s depictions of Christmas 
have truly reached the level of icon in Christ-
mas imagery.

Almost a century later, Hallmark is synon-
ymous with Christmas cards, and Christmas 
cards are still a tradition in the United States 
with one of the earliest but still most popular 
cards in print–an image of three cherubic an-
gels, two of whom are bowed in prayer, as the 
third peers out from the card with big, baby blue 
eyes, her halo slightly askew. “God bless you, 
keep you and love you...at Christmastime and 
always,” reads the message inside. Original-
ly published in 1977, that card is part of Hall-
mark’s collection and has sold more than 35 
million copies and counting

Today, Hallmark prints about 1.3 billion 
cards each year with more than 2,000 Christ-
mas card designs, 1600 individual Christmas 
cards and 325 boxed card sets sold at retail 
outlets in 100 different countries. The compa-
ny also has two subsidiaries—Crayon, including 
Crayola and a number of markers, pencils and 
other craft items, plus Silly Putty. It’s estimated 
that the once tiny company born in Kansas City 
now brings in revenue each year of more than 
$3.5 billion.

As things we never imagined becoming dig-
itized and saved only in a virtual world that is 
not easily accessed by all, we can only hope that 
this grand old tradition continues and expands 
to include new artists, new wordsmiths and new 
visions of the holiday season.

For his part, dear, old Mr. Henry Cole would 
later go on to start the Victorian Museum in 
England, originate the “Great Industrial Exhibi-
tion” (which was the precursor to the World’s 
Fair) and ultimately be knighted and forever 
known as Sir Henry Cole of Bath.

One can only imagine what the 15-year-old 
clerk would have thought, not only of his future 
but his international legacy that all came into 
being after coming up with an idea to address 
getting too much mail at Christmas. Wherever 
you are now, dear Mr. Cole, here is wishing you 
“the merriest Christmas” of all.
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The old man and his grandson
Sittin’ in a reclinin’ chair

A place of close contentment
They spent time together there

The son of the son
The old man had sired

Who respected his Pops
The man he admired

He said, Pops I gotta question
I wanna’ know how you feel

Do you believe in Santa
Do you believe Santa’s real

Some say it is true
Some say it’s not so

I told them I’d ask you Pops
Cause I knew you would know

Cause you know about everything
And even some more

And you’d have the answer
I told them for shore

Well, the old man pulled on his mustache
As he pondered a while

Then looked at his grandson
And said with a smile

Twas the night before Christmas
And all cross the range

Not a critter was a stirrin’
Which seemed mighty strange

And I was about your age
Just a six-year old kid

But I’d hid to catch Santa
And I’m shore glad I did

I was hid in a corner
Plum back outta sight

I figgerd I might have to
Stay there all night

So I had a couple a blankets
And a pillow for my head

I was feelin’ right cozy
In my makeshift bed

Now the wood stove was burnin’
And still glowin’ bright

If he came down our chimney
He’s shore be a sight

When I heard a sound
Like the sound of a hoof

But it came from the yard
Not up on the roof

So I peaked out the window
As quick as could be

I just wanted to see
What there was to see

There weren’t no reindeer
And there weren’t no sleigh

Just a string of pack horses
And a good lookin’ bay

They weren’t on the roof
They were there in the yard

And those horses shore looked
Like they’d been rode hard

They were ground hitched
In the fresh fallen snow

Who was ridin’ that bay
I shore wanted to know

Is Santa Real?
By Bill Bunting
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Then the door was flung open
Just how I don’t know

But in walked this cowboy
All covered with snow

There weren’t an ounce of fat on him
He was lanky and thin

With a big bushy mustache
Drooped plum past his chin

From his vest to his chaps
He was dressed all in leather

With an old Carhart coat
He was dressed for the weather

He walked like he’d spent
His life in the saddle

You could tell by his boots
He’d been workin’ some cattle

‘Cause the heels of his boots
Were caked with manure

He was a real cowboy
I’ll tell you for sure

And the pack that he had
Slung ‘cross his back

Was nothin’ but an old
Burlap feed sack

With a twinkle in his eye
He pulled on his mustache

Dug deep in his sack
It was shore quite a stash

When the sack was empty
He gave it a shake

The last thing fell out
Was a piece of cotton seed cake

Then he counted all the presents
Makin’ sure none were missed

Got out his tally book
And checked off his list

He looked at the stove
Then at the door

And decided to go out
How he’d came in before

He swung in the saddle
With such ease and grace

Touched his spurs to that bay
And they shot into space

As he flew in the night
Pack horses and all

I heard him yell, “Merry Christmas”
“Merry Christmas y’all”

I woke up in the mornin’
All the presents were there

And all I could do
Was wonder and stare

I wondered if it was real
Or if I’d just dreamed

But it must be real
As real as it seemed

Then I remembered the sack
That he’d given a shake

And there on the floor
Was the cotton seed cake.
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Miracle on Main Street

By Betsy Barnett

in a Little Town on Top of the Hill
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The little town on top of the hill was usually 
a wonderful place to live. It had been a 
happy place where people waved to one 

another as they drove by or showed genuine in-
terest in how each other was doing. There had 
been so much hustle and bustle each day as the 
children went to school, the farmers and ranch-
ers went to their fields, the young adults to work 
and the grandmas and grandpas volunteered 
their time in the museum, library, theater, art 
gallery and senior center. Everyone was busy—
everyone was happy—everyone felt loved and 
was so thankful they lived in that charming little 
town on top of the hill.

The past few years had been quite prosper-
ous for the people in the little town on top of 
the hill. The crops had been plentiful, prices 
for the farm animals were high enough, and the 
school had won many academic awards. The 
people enjoyed watching their children playing 
sports and games, got involved in art classes 
and theater, enjoyed fishing and water sports at 
the lakes and attended the many festivals the 
volunteer groups in the town put together every 
year.

Living together in the little town on top of the 
hill was magical, lovely and joyful.

Then one day a terrible dark cloud of sad-
ness settled over the pretty little town on top 
of the hill. First, it stopped raining. The peo-
ple watched the skies day after day, but no rain 
came, and the crops shriveled up in the fields. 
The grass for the cattle and horses dried up and 
the ranchers had to sell their beloved animals. 
Even the gardens did not produce their usual 
bounty. People started losing their jobs and 
became hungry. Then some of the farms were 
foreclosed on. Still the rain didn’t come.

But the sadness the little town on the top of 
the hill was experiencing due to the drought 
was nothing compared to what they faced next. 
Soon, the local radio station that was broad-
casting from inside the theater, the local news-
paper up the street, and the daily coffee groups 
down at the café started whispering in tenta-
tive voices about a terrible, never-before-seen 
virus, a sickness, that was in the cities, and it 
was only a matter of time before it would come 
to the little town on top of the hill infecting its 
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people. The virus was a bad one and capable of 
putting people in the hospital—or worse.

As the people in the cities started to panic, 
their leaders demanded that everything should 
close down, and the people must go into their 
houses and hide there so the virus wouldn’t in-
fect them. From the biggest far away city came 
the command that the little town on top of the 
hill must do the same thing in order to save their 
people. So, the people complied believing it was 
the safest thing to do.

The school closed and the children had to 
stay home. No more reading and writing. No 
more learning numbers and math. No more 
seeing their friends and playing at recess. No 
more teachers encouraging their students. No 
more sports. No more music. No more art. The 
children soon became bored and then very sad.

The churches in the little town on top of the 
hill had to close their doors. No more Sunday 
School. No more preacher’s sermons, no more 
communion, no more baptisms, no more wed-
dings, no more funerals, no more singing, and 
no more feelings of spiritual inspiration and 
love. And the people of the little town on top of 
the hill and their preachers and leaders became 
more and more sad without their churches.

The businesses closed and the owners and 
workers had to stay in their houses. The bank 
closed and the courthouse closed. No more go-
ing to the movies, no more taking an art class, 
no more buying special gifts, no more dining 

out, no more checking out books at the library, 
and no more visiting the museum. The people 
couldn’t go swimming at the pool, fishing at the 
lake or playing at the playgrounds. But even 
worse, they lost their livelihood and there was 
no way to make money with no jobs when all the 
businesses closed. And they all began to worry 
and became sad.

The senior center people put away their cards 
and board games and reluctantly locked the 
door and walked away. The nursing home and 
assisted living facility then locked the grandmas 
and grandpas inside in order to protect them. 
All of a sudden, the grandparents were isolated 
and couldn’t see their children or grandchildren 
anymore—and they all became so lonely and 
sad.

The only people allowed to come out of their 
homes were the people who worked in the hos-
pital, the pharmacy and the grocery store be-
cause they were considered essential so the 
people of the little town on top of the hill could 
still get their food, their medicines and visit their 
doctors if they became sick. And the ranchers 
kept feeding their animals and the farmers be-
gan planting more food, despite the continued 
drought, hoping to feed everyone else. These 
people grew so tired as the stress of knowing 
that everyone who lived in the little town on top 
of the hill depended on them to keep everyone 
alive. And they too were terribly sad.
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For many months the people of the little town 
on top of the hill huddled in their homes and hid 
from the terrible virus. Some people got sick, 
and a few people died from the virus. The peo-
ple grieved and soon figured out they couldn’t 
come to the aid of those in need like they want-
ed to—and used to—and they got sadder—and 
sadder.

Christmastime rolled around and still the 
people of the little town on top of the hill were 
huddled in their homes. But, slowly, tentatively 
the people started remembering how they used 
to celebrate Christmas. They put up their trees 
with sparkling lights. They loved the lights so 
much they ventured outside and put more lights 
on their homes and even their cars. They read 
their Bibles remembering the old stories they 
used to love about the birth of Jesus in Luke 
2:7-20. And their fear and sadness lifted just 
a bit.

Then, lo and behold, something miraculous 
happened on Christmas Eve in that little town 
on top of the hill. Santa Claus himself showed 
up in the town square, no sleigh, no reindeer, 
just a big bag of gifts and a joyful and loud, “Ho, 

ho, ho!” bursting out boisterous and echoing 
down the empty Main Street. But how would the 
people in the little town on top of the hill know 
he was there?

As it came to be, a lonely old man who took 
care of the theater and radio station on Main 
Street had wandered inside that theater and 
heard the jolly call. In amazement he saw that 
old fellow in his red suit and long white beard 
and inspiration came to him as he quickly turned 
on the sound equipment that could broadcast 
outside the doors and on the local radio station 
hoping that perhaps someone would hear his 
news, “Santa Claus has come to town! He has 
his big bag. Come down to Main Street!”

A family of musicians heard the old man’s 
message on their radio and decided they could 
best send out the joyful news through their mu-
sic. So, they came to the theater where the old 
man was broadcasting and began to sing with 
great energy as many holiday Christmas songs 
as they could remember.

Finally, a beloved preacher and his wife 
heard the beautiful music on the radio and 
were moved to come down to the theater to 
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join the music broadcast with a special sermon 
of spiritual hope for all the people who lived in 
the little town on top of the hill. The beloved 
preacher spoke briefly about the terrible times 
they had faced remembering the devastation 
of the drought and the people they had lost, 
but then he quickly turned his thoughts to the 
Christmas message of faith in Jesus, love for all 
mankind and hope for a better time to come. 
And as the preacher talked, and the musicians 
played their holiday songs, the people came—
still safe in their own cars with the Christmas 
lights on top—people still separate but finally 
together with those friends and loved ones they 
had not seen for oh so long. They lined up by 
the dozens, car behind car, beautiful Christmas 
lights glowing, in a parade of lights around the 
town. They drove by the nursing home and as-
sisted living facility and honked and waved to 
their grandmas and grandpas who were stand-
ing joyfully at the frosted windows waving back.

And Santa, that jolly old guy, bid them to 
stop, car-by-car, giving every child who lived in 
the little town on top of the hill the best Christ-
mas gift they had ever received.

With smiles on their faces, Santa’s loud, “Ho, 
ho, ho!” echoing down Main Street, the sounds 
of holiday music and hopeful preaching com-
ing from their car radios the people held their 
breath in joy as the biggest miracle of all gently 
and profoundly came quietly down to them.

It began to snow.
Big, wet, moisture-laden flakes of snow that 

glistened in the twinkling lights on the cars and 
began collecting on the sidewalks and streets in 
that little town on top of the hill.

Every single person down on Main Street 
came to believe—with their entire being—in the 
miracle of Santa Claus who not only brought 
gifts at Christmas time, but even more than that, 
brought great joy and some new-found hope for 
a bright future still to come for the people who 
lived in that little town on top of the hill.
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on Main Street
By C. J. King
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While on the train, Beverly must have 
imagined trees and mountains. She 
was headed toward the lush vegetation 

and clean air of Colorado with its mountain run-
off lakes, rolling hills, and high peaks scratching 
at the sky. It wouldn’t be much different from 
Michigan. It wasn’t meant to be a monumental 
change. But even if the land was not a complete 
twin to Michigan, Beverly had dealt with much 
more drastic environments in her past. She had 
been to Chicago, taking the rail cars at night. 
She rode down the windy city streets, watching 
the metropolis masses roam, wondering where 
they would go. Could there possibly be enough 
homes in all the city to house so many people? 
Now she was freshly graduated from North-
western with a degree as a dietician. Ready to 
work. Ready to start her life. The train rolled 
on, further from home and closer to Colorado.

The country had been at war for three years 
and was still at war. Those not overseas fighting 
in the Pacific or European theatre were given 
the duty to fill the gap in the American work-
force. Suddenly, there was an opportunity for 
women to become the backbone of the coun-
try’s economy. Job positions and a wide open 

plain of perspective careers waited in Colorado. 
Beverly would work for a hotel, managing the 
restaurant, cafe and bar. Maybe she would one 
day manage her own hotel. Maybe she would 
stay for a short time, look around, and go else-
where with a thicker resume.
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The train arrives at Blackwell Station, and 
Beverly Nelson takes her first steps in Lamar 
Colorado. Where were the snowcapped moun-
tains? Where were the green hills and crystal 
lakes? The ground seemed to stretch on forev-
er, flat, dry, and windswept. She had arrived in 
a place decidedly NOT Michigan. It wasn’t even 
the Colorado of her imagination.

“This was my choice, so I had to see it 
through.” she later relates.

Beverly walks two blocks to a hotel with 
documents in hand. The hotel is a three-story 
building at the corner of Main and Olive. Em-
erald brick wrapped around its base, dust col-
ored brick stacked to the roof. A ruby marquee 
shines bright with yellow letters tipped vertical-
ly spelling- Maxwell House. She has come to 
this place to work, wander into adulthood, and 
fulfill the obligation she has set for herself. She 
says as much to the desk clerk. Was Mr. Max-
well available? When could she begin?

“Well,” the desk clerk tells Beverly, “If you 
want to see Mr. Maxwell, you’d better hurry to 
the Methodist Church because they’re having 
his funeral.”

Far from home and fresh in a new country, 
Beverly has hardly fallen in love with the place. 
‘Holy Moses,’ she thinks to herself, ‘I hope I 
don’t have to stay here long.’ That was 1944.

Seventy-seven years later, ivy crawls up the 
brick of The Lassie’s back alley entrance. There 
is a white door with a slate black sign hanging 

at the center. On the sign, in tight cursive, are 
the words: ‘Back Door Guests are the Best.’ 
Through the door is a colorfully cluttered stock 
room. Orange, purples, bright greens, seafoam, 
magenta, and turquoise. A turquoise trail flows 
from the back room and dressing rooms with 
their fancy, round chairs past an elevated office 
with a window facing the sales floor. Midnight 
blues, teal, deep reds. Evidence of American 
culture’s peak for women’s fashion is elegantly 
placed throughout the show room. The closets 
and fixtures are arranged like patterns on a silk 
dress, flowing and bending with an aesthetic. 
Beverly Augustine is at work, scanning through 
merchandise with a customer in mind. She 
looks for the right color and perfect cut.

“But it all worked out.” Beverly tells me. Her 
eyes gently scan the store. She looks at its fix-
tures and cornices. She gazes at the hat bar.

She lived at the Maxwell House while working 
there as a manager. The hotel was a buzzing 
hive of activity at the center of a bustling town. 
Salesmen stopped in Lamar while on route, 
renting a room on a weeknight before moving 
on to some other part of the world. On the 
weekends, military men fought over vacancies. 
They had come from the prohibition state of 
Kansas, looking for fun and a drop of alcohol. 
They found both at the Maxwell House in La-
mar. They were booked every weekend.

“This little town was booming back then. We 
had three drug stores with soda fountains. It 
was just so different from what we have now, 
but it was a booming sort of town...Anything 
you wanted was here.” But she didn’t want to 
stay. Not yet.

Beverly Augustine, owner of The Lassie on Main Street in Lamar 
will be 100 years old in August and still comes to work profes-
sionally groomed and ready to meet her customers every day.
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Beyond the black and white photograph de-
piction of Lamar in the late 40s is the technicol-
or fingerprint of its past. It was an All-Ameri-
can town. At night, the streets glowed neon and 
phosphorescent against the setting western sun. 
Ranchers, farmers, and cowboys stopped in and 
headed out to establish sales barns and ply their 
trade. There was the hum of movement from a 
born-again America, coming back from years at 
war and rationing. But it was Clifton Augustine, 
a man coming from Iowa and looking to buy 
cattle, who convinced Beverly to stick around.

“Before I got around to moving, and not stay-
ing here, this guy came into the hotel about 
every two, three weeks, with a big white Stet-
son hat and told me I’d really like it out here…” 
She says this with romantic inflection, a dimple 
peaking at the corner of her lip before breaking 
into a smile. She teased the story, perhaps de-
ciding to keep the details only for herself. She 
came to Lamar as Beverly Nelson. She would 
stay as Beverly Augustine.

Something else happened which convinced 
Beverly to stay. Neva Cox would often spend 
her lunch hour at the Maxwell House. She had 
been working retail at Eudora’s Style Shoppe, a 
well-known dress shop in Lamar and had ambi-
tions to open her own business. Neva needed 
a partner to launch the new business. Beverly 
didn’t know much about fashion and running 
a business, but Neva did and Beverly liked the 
idea immensely.

An advertisement was sent out with the pa-
per announcing the opening of a new wom-
en’s dress shop on Main Street in Lamar. The 
location was perfect. Across the street from 
the theatre and next to Walgreens, a popular 
lunch spot. The building space had been refin-
ished and suited to sell clothing. The fixtures 
and cornices had come from Chicago, brought 
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down and installed by Clifton. The store would 
open in September of 1948, fully equipped with 
the latest in women’s fashion and presented by 
proud partners Neva Cox and Beverly Nelson. 
“When we got ready to open and put the neon 
sign up, we didn’t have enough money to add 
the words ‘shop’, or ‘boutique’, so we had to 
have the sign say how much money we had.” 
They named the shop, The Lassie.

“I didn’t know anything about this kind of 
business at all, but Neva Cox was a wonder-
ful teacher. We made the markets together. I 
learned a lot from her, but she became very 
ill and died about six or seven years after we 
opened. So I had to decide. Was I going to keep 
the store or not? My husband told me, ‘That’s 
something you like, and that’s something you 
can do.’ Been here ever since.” Beverly says.

She is sitting in a turquoise, cushioned chair. 
Her hands are folded in her lap, resting gently 
on her skirt–an elegantly stitched brown piece 
of apparel met with a matching jacket. Her 
chair matches the color of the carpeted floor in 
a neat corner of the show room. “The reason I 
chose this color, and we’ve had the carpet for 
a long time, is because everything blends with 

it.” Her words provoke metaphor, whether Bev-
erly is aware or not. From her seat, she calls to 
a browsing customer, “How ya doin’, honey?” 
She’s taking in the turquoise aura, blending with 
the town and its people, their lives. This is her 
trade. A lifetime of listening, accommodating, 
stitching together a world of conversations, 
community, and devotion. This seems to be her 
primary concern. “I always wanted my office 
so I could see what was going on on the floor. 
It’s been elevated all this time so I can sit at my 
desk and see who’s out there, and what’s going 
on, and then I usually come down and get in the 
puddle.” In The Lassie, selling clothing was an 
avenue for developing relationships.

It’s difficult to imagine a contemporary retail 
store demonstrating the same level of devotion 
when it comes to the community it serves. But 
The Lassie’s success is not contingent on sales 
or quarterly numbers. There is, instead, an ide-
al which was once promoted as a way of life. 
Good business is not solely concerned with 
the market economy; rather, a good business 
thrives when it invests in the human economy. 
It is ‘good business’ to love thy neighbor. This 
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seems to come naturally for Beverly Augustine. 
It certainly made running a business more fun…

Consider Christmas. Images of the holiday sea-
son, mid twentieth century, are now propped up 
as pure americana. Deep red, tinsel, and golden 
bulbs hang from garland decorated streetlamps. 
Norman Rockwell’s Santa sits in red underwear, 
checking lists twice. Bing Crosby sings ‘White 
Christmas.’ Judy Garland sings ‘Here we are 

as in olden days, happy golden days of yore…’ 
Men, women, and children hang around Macy’s 
department store windows, daring to dream of 
the perfect gift to put under the store bought, 
silver Christmas tree.

Meanwhile, in Lamar, Colorado, something 
was going on at The Lassie. The red decorat-
ed windows were papered, adding a whisper of 
secrecy to an event that was becoming a holi-
day tradition. Men had gathered in a women’s 
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clothing store for a good time. A bar had been 
set up at the back of the store. There was mu-
sic, revelry, and classic holiday cheer. Bever-
ly Augustine stood in the thick of it, acting as 
secret advisor. Luckily, she knew exactly what 
each of the men’s wives wanted for Christmas. 
She would only point in the right direction and 
a once confounded husband could rightly claim 
he had found the perfect gift for his spouse.

“It was just fun.” Beverly remembers. “At ten 
o’clock, when the shopping was done, the whole 
crew would go for steaks.” It was Christmastime 
in Lamar and the satisfied customers would pour 
on to Main Street, proud of their purchases, and 
looking for steak dinners. It wasn’t Macy’s with 
the decorated windows or Madison Avenue or 
Rockefeller Center. What was happening was 
something that would wash not fringe or fray or 
rust. The image, the memory, is priceless.

After seeing four generations move in and 
out of her store, Beverly’s career is decorated 
with moments involving the lives of other peo-
ple. Memories of fashion shows and picking 
out dresses for the girls in senior high school. 
Formal bouffant dresses with petticoats under-
neath. She can still see them twirling around in 
front of the mirror. She’s seen boys clutch at 
their mother’s ankles, grow up to become men, 
marry, and return to the store looking for gifts 
to give their wives. She’s seen girls grow up to 
become women with a character that matched 
Beverly’s own generation. This was her choice, 
and she would see it through.

“I’ve seen them graduate from high school, 
go away to college, and come home and get 
married… We have customers we’ve helped 
through thick and thin. Somebody will come 
in and tell me ‘I need something for my mom 
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because we have to bury her on Friday’, and I 
know what ‘mom’ would have wanted to wear. 
I’ve seen the whole cycle of things with people.”

We inherit images, and glue them togeth-
er in a nostalgic collage that tells us a story 
we understand. We shop online for items we 
think will define us. We look at screens, scroll 
through the images, and click ‘purchase’, never 
knowing where an item of clothing or keepsake 
came from. We choose drive-through windows, 
and self-checkout for a quick purchase, believ-
ing that our time is money. That fabric tatters. 
The metal rusts. All the while, Beverly Augus-
tine is going to work, keeping her customers, 
her neighbors, her friends in mind.

When The Lassie first opened, Beverly fol-
lowed her own tastes when going to market. 
She bought all beige, brown, or earth tones. 
But soon, she learned to broaden her color pal-
ette. People would come into the shop looking 
for blues, purple, red, and turquoise. Women 
walked through the doors looking for class and 
elegance, emulating the style of Jackie Ken-
nedy, shift dresses, sheath dresses, and that 
American-made couture look. So, Beverly went 
to market remembering faces, names, and re-
quests. She knew who preferred muted tones 
or loud colors. She hunted for lavender, navy, 
or scarlet fabrics, imagining a customer wearing 
a new piece out of the store. “Wear it to church 
so everyone can see,” Beverly would say. After 
some time, customers would walk through The 
Lassie’s doors looking only to visit or looking 
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for someone who would listen. Beverly would 
be there to listen. She made it her business to 
care. Business at The Lassie has not changed, 
and Beverly still has work to do.

“You know, if I need to order something- 
that’s a big thing on my list until I get it done. 
So, until it’s done, I’m dedicated to it.” Beverly is 
currently dedicated to finding the right dress for 
a home-bound customer who no longer drives. 
If the customer’s daughter is unable to pick up 
the two or three selected dresses, Beverly will 
bring the selections herself. “She’s got to have 

something for the party.” she says. A turquoise 
hue blends with any color, tone, or tempera-
ture. Maybe Beverly pictures the home-bound 
woman, sees her twirl in front of the mirror, 
and remembers how the perfect dress could 
tell a story. She was never meant to stay here 
long. Beverly Augustine is still at work, remem-
bering, keeping track of the store merchandise, 
keeping a history of her town, her place. She 
keeps a memory of her family and people. She 
tends the shop, looking forward to seeing you 
again, or for the first time.
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The  
Miracle 
Worker

By Rich O’Brian
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“An extraordinary event manifest-
ing divine intervention in human 
affairs.” That’s one dictionary’s 

definition of the word “miracle.” When I 
gave considerable thought to defining the 
word miracle, I retreated to my trusty dic-
tionary. Then, as I pondered each word 
by Webster’s definition, I began to go 
deeper into each one.”

It begins by telling me that a miracle 
is an extraordinary event. So, I began by 
thinking about extraordinary events. The 
first that came to mind was the birth of 
a child. A baby coming into this world 
is certainly an extraordinary event, isn’t 
it? For childbirth to be successful, all of 
the appropriate components must fall in 
place. When that happens, we have an 
extraordinary event. We have a miracle!

There are others, of course.
There’s the recorded history of Astro-

naut Neil Armstrong’s, “That’s one small 
step for man. One giant step for man-
kind.” I remember the day I joined the es-
timated 650 million people as Armstrong 
descended the ladder from the spaceship 
to the surface of the Moon. I certainly 
would classify that event as extraordi-
nary. Does that make the event a mira-
cle? Perhaps in the eyes of most, “yes.” 
A miracle!

There are more to be considered, how-
ever. At this juncture I’m thinking of con-
sidering miracles by categories.

“An extraordinary event manifesting 
divine intervention…” Now, to me those 
words, manifesting divine intervention, 
really place a far deeper focus on the 
word, “miracle.” That makes me think 
that something earthshaking must take 
place in order for there to be a miracle.

So, winning a championship in sports. 
That may seem like a miracle to some. 
But to the losing team coming in second 
in the championship it is certainly not a 
miracle.

A tornado leaping across several states 
without leaving anyone dead in its path 
may be celebrated as a miracle by many. 
You’d have to agree that there must have 
been divine intervention inside that whirl-
ing wind to spare lives by the scores. A 
miracle!
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Nine miners, spending more than three days 
and nights in a darkened coal mine, huddled 
together in fifty-five-degree coldness, finding it 
hard to breathe, existing without sufficient water 
and no food and, assuming death to be inevita-
ble, a miracle occurred. Rescued and brought to 
the surface when all the experts were on record 
saying there was no way to save those men. It 
was said to be a miracle when the miners came 
to the surface alive! It was an amazing event, to 
be sure. It was a miracle!

Recorded human events are replete with sto-
ry after story, and thus, miracle after miracle.

Miracles in written fiction do catch the imag-
inations of thousands, if not millions of readers 
and film makers. It would seem that miracles 
hold no bounds, whether in the fabrication of 
mankind’s fertile thoughts or in the reality of 
human experience.

“An extraordinary event manifesting di-
vine intervention in human affairs, ” The very 
thought of divine intervention is, of course, the 
assumption of a dictionary composition. Does 
that assumption belong with the fiction of “Mir-
acle on 34th Street,” “To Kill a Mockingbird,” 

or “Star Wars?” From where does this “divine 
intervention” get its source?

Some would say that a miracle is a mira-
cle because someone says it is. Perhaps. But I 
would be willing to conceded that strong evi-
dence supports, in most cases, the right to pro-
nounce an event a “miracle.”

As an elementary pupil I heard the name 
for the first time. Like most of my nine-year-
old classmates, I was mesmerized by the story 
of what a young, severely handicapped woman 
had accomplished.

Helen Keller was born in the deep south state 
of Alabama in 1880 at a time many considered 
the “dark ages” of formal education. She was 
stricken at the age of 19 months by an illness 
that destroyed both her ability to see and hear. 
By the time Keller was an older woman, she 
had become an accomplished author, an edu-
cator, and was awarded the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom among other prestigious awards. In 
1920 she became co-founder of The American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Helen Keller was 
a miracle!
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And what about a personal miracle? That 
is, an extraordinary event that affects the very 
heartstrings of a little girl? This child had a 
dream, a dream to own, learn and play a harp, 
such as the one she saw played many times on 
Lawrence Welk television show. It took time, 
and under circumstances she doesn’t divulge, 
this young woman saw her dream come true. 
Only a personal miracle, but a miracle, none-
theless. A miracle!

Is it possible, I would ask, do most human be-
ings, to one degree or another, experience their 
own miracles? That is to say, do most of us long 
to see certain miracles occur in our own lives, 
even if they never happen? Is there not a drive 
in the makeup of the human spirit that yearns to 
see it happen, whatever “it” may be?

This line of thinking brings me reverently to 
this: Isn’t it conceivable that the Maker of us all 
has placed within us that inexplicable drive that 
no one can really describe?

What event, if anything, has so affected the 
course of human history that it has spawned an 
unparalleled following? From my view point it 
would have to be the virgin birth of the Son of 
God. This miraculous birth of the one known 
as Jesus Christ is so significant that, to this day, 
the calendar is dated according to and from His 
birth.

Personally, I am a follower of this miracle 
worker.

Followers of major religious bodies world-
wide, as well as avowed atheists, also will date 
the first day of the upcoming year with the num-
bers two-zero-two-two. In other words, 2022 
AD. That is a miracle!
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If you look in a dictionary, you’ll find multiple 
meanings of this word, but there is a common-
ality in every definition. The shared feature of 

each one being “wonder.”
As I have been pondering this subject, I’ve 

realized this is something we could all use a lot 
more of, something we seem to have lost in the 
polarity of life. As adults, we see things as they 
are, but we are often blind to what they could 
be. The more I observe the perspectives of my 
own children, the more I realize that wonder it-
self is the driving force which brings hope, fu-
eling their faith and paving the road for them 
to experience miracles, and they seem to expe-
rience them almost daily. You can see it in the 
way their faces light up when I mention taking 
them out for ice cream or spend time with them 
at the park. Such an ordinary thing to me, is a 
mind blowing miracle in their world.

In observing myself, I find that I do not really 
allow myself to wonder, for the fear of being dis-
appointed. As an adult, it seems the Christmas 
spirit is harder and harder to find. I’ve heard so 

many people saying “I’m just not feeling it this 
year,” or “I just don’t feel the magic anymore.” 
Something that used to come so naturally to 
us as children has become something we really 
have to work hard at to feel again these days, 
but why?

It seems to me as we grow older, the existence 
of wonder is often choked out by our fears, 
doubts, worries, and concerns, as well as our 
offenses, regrets, and our griefs. Maybe you’re 
like me, and you put yourself under so much 
stress in planning all the meals, games, yum-
my goodies, gifts, trips and all the holiday stuff, 
or you spend so much time creating the magic 
for others, that you forget to let yourself expe-
rience it too. We carry so much in our minds 
that we leave little room to stir up our hope, 
which is necessary to fuel faith-the one thing 
required-for us to see miracles. If we don’t have 
hope, we cannot have faith, and our eyes are 
blind to so many amazing wonders all around 
us. They still happen, but our clouded percep-
tions will not allow us to experience them.

What is  
a Miracle?
By Breanna  
Echols
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Like Ms. Watson in the movie, “A Miracle 
On 34th Street”, she had been disappointed 
so many times in her life, that she convinced 
herself, and even her daughter, that believing 
in Santa or anything that wasn’t necessarily 
logical, would only result in more disappoint-
ment. Her fears left her empty, unfulfilled, and 
heavily guarded from anything that would allow 
her hope to be revived. She built walls around 
her heart and vowed to herself that she would 
raise Susan on nothing but truth. But a pro-
found truth, one that her fears had caused her 
to overlook, eventually made itself known, and 
that truth is this; If you will allow it, Love itself 
will always find a way to break down your walls, 
dig up the hopes and dreams you’ve buried, and 
revive them. And one day your black and white 
world, will once again be filled with color. She 
could’ve continued to choose fear when her re-
vived hope was staring straight into her eyes.

But Love is persistent for a time. Love will 
choose you, until it is chosen. What is love? To 
me, it isn’t “What” but “Who,” and He is God. 
I believe with my whole heart, that the great-
est act of love, the greatest miracle we’ve ever 
been given, is the ability to choose. No matter 
how life has treated you, you will always have 
a choice. You get to choose how you see the 
world. You get to choose to let whatever you’ve 
experienced, make you better, or bitter. You get 
to choose to work hard at stirring up your hope 
again and again until you find the faith to be-
lieve, or you can choose to continue to let your 
disappointment dictate your perspective. You 
can choose to change your mind! Your whole 
world can be filled with miracles, and nothing 
outside of you has to change for that to happen.

Your imagination still works the same way it 
did when you were a child. The only difference 
is choosing to think about things that lift your 
spirits! The wonder is still available to you! It’s 
liberating to realize that the magic you miss, the 
miracles you long for, can be experienced if you 
choose to become deaf to your doubts, fears, 
and worries, even for a moment, and allow 
yourself to be excited over something you hope 
for in your mind. I challenge you to do whatever 
it takes to live in that world this Christmas sea-
son. It may take a lot of work, but I promise, if 
you look hard enough, you will find it.

“If you cannot accept anything on faith, then 
you are doomed for a life dominated by doubt.”

—Kris Kringle, A Miracle On 34th Street
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There is no clear sense of snow
This February evening looking west
Past the morning thought of freezing
Cold rains becoming snows along
The Bitterroot Valley life, a life
Without reckoning on the true course
Of things, things important as snow
As life cycles, as men pored over
Words for wages and ciphers,
Mountains and long gone forests
Gazed at me in delight
Through my blind eyes of hope.
Importance is levied so impotently
When we hide behind guesses
At what is, and what we wish.
No truth is better than,
A page impressed underneath
The one written upon
No blank page exists, not
Feeling the pressure of pointed thoughts
Waiting to be said
Underneath blankets,
Blankets of snow covering
A spring to come in dirt
That holds a sense of snow.

Jeff C. Campbell
Feb. 27, 2000, Edgewood, NM, #459

Christmas White
The Importance of Snow
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• Website: kiowacountyindependent.com (click on the “Subscribe” button)
• Call the Office: (719) 438-2040
• Send a Message on Facebook
• Mail a Check to KCI: PO Box 272 | Eads, CO 81036
• Come on in to 1316 Maine Street in Eads

Regular Price: $30 Digital, $39 Print (in County), $44 Print (Out of County)

*New subscriptions only
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