
Santa’s origins 1800 years in the making 
 

An essential part of the Christmas season in western culture is an individual called 
Santa Claus.  This individual is thought to be based on a real individual whose 
appearance and back story have been radically altered by writers during the 
ensuing generations to create a much more accessible and less austere individual 
that would appeal to children in Europe and North America. 
 
Historians tell us that there was once a monk named Nicholas.  He was born 
almost 1800 years ago in modern day Turkey and was renowned for his piety and 
kindness.  Nicholas, the son of wealthy merchants, gave away all his inherited 
wealth and travelled the countryside helping the poor and the sick.  Over the 
centuries the story of this kindly man spread and he soon became known as the 
protector of children and sailors.  St. Nicholas’s feast day is celebrated on the 
anniversary of his death, December 6.  This day was considered a lucky day to 
make large purchases or get married.  By the 1400s, St. Nicholas was the most 
popular saint in Europe, and even after the Reformation when the veneration of 
saints was discouraged, St. Nicholas maintained his positive reputation, 
particularly in Holland. 
 
Dutch portrayals of St. Nicholas were generally consistent with the traditional 
Catholic icons that suggested that Nicholas was tall, slim and festooned in furs 
from head to toe.  The saint was also carrying gifts for devout girls and boys. 
 
St. Nicholas arrived in North America with the first flood of Dutch immigrants to 
the New World.  As early as 1773, New York City newspapers reported on groups 
of Dutch families gathering to honor the anniversary of Nicholas’s death.  The 
Dutch knew Nicholas as Sinter Klaas, and woodcuts of the saint were found on 
display in many Dutch migrants homes. 
 
Gift giving, mainly centered on children, has been an important part of the 
Christmas celebration since the holiday’s rejuvenation in the early 19th Century.  
Stores began advertising Christmas shopping in North America in the 1820s.  
Santa Claus made his first appearance dressed as the traditional St. Nicholas at a 
Philadelphia shop and thousands of children were attracted to see this gradually 
evolving saint. 
 



Santa Claus was in for a major make over beginning in England and America 
because of the work of Clement Clarke Moore in 1822, and Thomas Nast from 
1861 to 1888.  Moore create the story, An Account of a visit from St. Nicholas, for 
his three daughters and Mast some forty years later created the modern day 
Santa as an artist for Harpers Daily.  Moore and Nast created the modern day 
Santa Claus that we are most familiar with: an individual who flies house to house 
on Christmas Eve in a miniature sleigh pulled by eight tiny reindeer leaving 
presents for deserving children.  Nast’s drawings depicted Santa as a rotund 
cheerful man with a snow white beard holding a sack of toys for lucky children.  
Nast also gave Santa his bright red suit trimmed with white fur, North Pole 
workshop, elves and his wife, Mrs. Claus, in the ever evolving catalogue of 
illustrations he provided for Harpers and multiple greeting card companies. 
 
The story of Santa Claus spread across Europe in the 19th Century, and with a few 
local variations Santa became Christkind in Switzerland, Kris Kringle in Germany, 
Jultomten in Scandinavia, Father Christmas in England, and Pere Noel in France. 
 
The final part of the now familiar Santa Claus story was added during World War 
Two when Robert L. May wrote the poem entitled, Rudolph the Red Nosed 
Reindeer that was put to music by Johnny Marks and released by American 
country legend Gene Autry.  The song initially sold two million copies in the 
United States alone, the story has been translated into 25 languages and a 
cartoon narrated by Burl Ives and released in 1964 has been charming audiences 
ever since.  With the addition of Santa’s ninth reindeer, the story of Santa Claus 
was complete, at least for right now. 
 
When you pass one of the ubiquitous mall Santas this holiday season, take a close 
look and remember how far Santa has come in the last 1800 years.  Popular 
culture has kept St. Nicholas’s penchant for good works and gift giving and grafted 
that onto a body that is more child friendly and one that in the last two centuries 
has come to represent the “real” Santa Claus. 
 
 
 
  
 
   



 
 
 
     


