
Father Christmas: a jolly old 
man in a red suit who lives at 
the North Pole, right? Well, in  

fact, the head of a nationwide network 
of Santas lives just down the road. 
With one grotto in Huntingdon, one 
in Bristol and a third outsourced to 
another Santa in Birmingham, he is a 
very busy man, but Father Christmas 
and one of his elves have agreed to 
speak exclusively to � e Cambridge 
Student.

‘Father Christmas’ isn’t something 
that you’ll o� en see advertised in a 
Job Centre window. Our Santa said: 

“I stumbled into it really. We were 
asked by the garden centre if we 
would like to do it when we had a 
children’s ride in there, because they 
knew we were in the entertainment 
business.”

A� er that initial o� er eight years 
ago, the family-run grotto has gone 
from strength to strength. Our elf 
said “We started with one grotto in 
a conservatory...now we’re outside 
in our complete area in a huge wed-
ding marquee, with a beautiful snow 
walkway and three di� erent ‘santa 
rooms’... All the santas come together 
here, but trust me, each one of our 
santas is real!”

Our elf was initially shocked when 
her parents revealed what her new 
holiday job would be, though. she says 
“I was devastated because it  meant 
Father Christmas wasn’t real any 
more! � en I thought this is amazing, 
its like a whole other world.”

Working in the grotto can throw up 
some unusual sartorial challenges....
Elf says “When I � rst started it was 
black trousers with a bright-coloured 

patchwork top, belt and Christmas 
hat. And now I wear black trousers, 
Christmas green � eeces and a red 
� eece over the top that says ‘Santa’s 
grotto’... 

“We did try plastic elf ears the � rst 
year, but they kept falling o�  and you 
couldn’t hear anything! I just put my 
ears under my hat, and if the children 
ask if my ears are pointy I say I have 
to keep them warm under my hat!” 
� ere are no such problems with Fa-
ther Christmas, though, as the ‘look’ 
is standard. “I wear a beard, it would 
take too long to grow one. You have to 
get into character and people expect 
a long beard. Children really believe 
that you are the real father Christ-
mas.” Keeping in character is incred-
ibly important, and our team obvi-
ously have it down to a � ne art. Santa 
told TCS that family and friends have 
visited the grotto and failed to recog-
nise him more than once,.

Keeping disbelief under control is 
one of the most important parts of 
the job. Luckily, it doesn’t come up too 

much. � e Elf told us: “I think they’re 
either so in awe of him, or they don’t 
want to spoil it in case they don’t get 
any presents. I think the older kids 
waver on that edge of knowing its not 
real...But they don’t want to spoil it 
for the littler kids.”

Santa has developed a strategy to 

deal with disbelief, should it arise: “I 
say ‘ah, right, so if I don’t exist, how 
do the presents get there? If you don’t 
believe, when you wake up on Christ-
mas morning, you’ll have no presents’ 
and they change their tune!”

� ey both agreed, unequivocally, 
that keeping the magic alive was the 
most satisfying part of the job. Santa 
loves the moment “when you 
see the magic in  t h e 
ch i l d re ns 
eyes, when 
they really be-
lieve. � ey 
get really 
enthralled and 
really believe in 
you”. � e Elf 
agreed that 
her own high-
light was “seeing the reac-
tion that kids get, seeing the amaze-
ment and belief that they have, and 
how their parents react to them 
being happy. If we do it right, the 
sense of wonder that children get, 

it’s something they remember forever. 
� e parents really appreciate that.”

� e job isn’t all plain sailing, 
though: “You get asked for all sorts, 
from quad bikes to horses! I had a 
little boy ask me for a snake once, and 
one of the only things that stopped 
me in my tracks was when a little 
girl asked for her father back.” � e 
Elf continued the tale: “A little girl 
about 8 or 9 came in, sat there � ne, 
and my dad said ‘what would you 
like for Christmas?’, and the room 
went quiet. She said ‘My dad to come 
back for Christmas’ and the whole 
group gasped. We didn’t know what 
to say, we didn’t know the little girl 
or the situation, he could have died, 
we had to be careful what we said so 
as not to upset her. My dad looked at 
her mother in a sort of panic, and she 
communicated to him behind the 
little girl’s back that her father was in 
Iraq, so he said ‘I’ll see what I can do 
babe, he might be a bit big to get into 
the sack, so we’ll see!’”

Some might think that laughing 
and smiling with children is an easy 
job, but it is not without its dangers. 
“On the opening days we have real 
reindeer from Scotland - nine to 
match the ones in the song - and I get 
to walk with them. We have a compe-
tition running from October and the 
winner gets to ride on the sleigh with 
Santa pulled by the reindeer around 
the carpark. It’s like being with a rock 
band, there are thousands of people 
at the opening, watching. I have to 
be careful, leading the reindeer, be-
cause you mustn’t touch their antlers 
because they will try to hurt you, 
because that is their defence mecha-
nism and they think you’re trying to 
� ght them! So you’re walking around 
in front of everyone, trying to smile 
and wave and talk to people, between 
these fully-grown white reindeer des-
perately trying not to touch their ant-
lers and trying to keep in character! 
“She continued, “we get a lot of tears.I 
think its because they see him ever-
where in pictures, but when he can 
see them and says their name, its a bit 
too real. We’ve had little kids scream 
blue murder, two or three year olds 
get scared.”

I asked the Elf, a teenaged girl, if 
she ever found her holiday job a bit 
awkward. She replied “Its not horri-
ble, you get a bit embarrassed at � rst 
but when you think about it, we’re 

providing the service, building up 
the story. Parents tell their kids about 
Father Christmas but when they can 
see us in the grotto and it looks real, 
its tangible...there’s a whole other 
level of belief.”

� is belief can even cross the cul-
tural divide. Father Christmas told us 
that “We had a little girl come in once 
from Spain, luckily we had a Span-
ish-speaking Santa – she was dumb-
founded that Santa spoke Spanish as 
well as English! We also have a Santa 
who speaks sign language.”

Both our Father Christmas and 
the elf � nd their jobs very reward-
ing.� ey hold several charity open-
ings for disabled young people in the 
area. “A charity brings young people 
with Down’s Syndrome to visit. We 
close the grotto so its just for them. 
We once had a young woman with 
Down’s Syndrome visit who rarely 
spoke to anyone. A� erwards her 
carer thanked us because it was one 
of the only times she had spoken to a 
Santa, it helped to open up her com-
munication and get her talking. � at 
was unbelievable, that we’re provid-
ing something so worthwhile and 
amazing for people.”

Finally I asked the pair when they 
had stopped believing in Santa them-
selves. � e Elf said “When I started 
working for him!”. Father Christmas, 
though, maintained that he has al-
ways belived in himself.

”“All the santas gather here, but trust 
me, each one of our santas is real!
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Behind � e Beard...
Zoah Hedges-Stocks chats to Father Christmas and his elf in this exclusive interview for TCS 
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”“It’s like being in a rock band


