
ʻSnowʼ business suits Santa 
RETIREE WORKS UNDER GENERAL EMPLOYMENT ‘CLAUS’ 
John O. Marlowe

LIZTON –
Richard Hettenvan found the perfect retirement job. He gets to wear a flashy red suit; he 
makes children smile; aerial transportation is provided; he gets to see the world; and he 
makes good money while working only one night per year — although heʼs discovered 
that a little overtime is involved.
The former educator always knew he had the retirement thing in the bag. He just never 
imagined it would be a toy bag. Above all, Hettenvan is having a good time … a jolly 
good time, in fact.
You see, Richard Hettenvanʼs perfect retirement job is being Santa Claus!
“I love seeing the smiles on their faces,” said Hettenvan, who is just coming off a month-
long gig as a professional Santa Claus. “Itʼs not a job I ever thought about having. I just 
kind of fell into it. Itʼs not always easy, but itʼs fun and rewarding.”
Playing Santa Claus, er … being Santa Claus is in some ways the job for which the rosy 
-cheeked Lizton, Indiana resident was created.
The father of three, and grandfather of five — ages eight months to six years — has 
spent a lifetime around young people. He was a teacher for fourteen years at ITT Tech-
nical Institute prior to spending twenty-two years at Area 31 Career Services.
“Iʼve always enjoyed kids, and this is no different,” said Hettenvan. “I love watching their 
eyes grow in surprise when they see Santa.”
Hettenvan spends most of his shift on his Santa chair, surrounded by artificial lights, 
store props, and make-believe elves. However, to become a professional Santa, one 
thing must remain entirely authentic.
“Itʼs the beard,” he said. “If the beard isnʼt real, very few booking agencies will take a 
chance on you. Cʼmon! You canʼt have a fake Santa Claus at Christmas!”
Hettenvanʼs snowy white beard is indeed real, and quite time tested.
“I first started growing a beard in 1973,” admitted the cherub. “As time went on, it be-
came whiter and whiter. It took quite some time for it to become completely white, but 
thereʼs no going back now!”
Once fully blanched, the beard was his ticket to the world of snow business.
Even before turning pro, the soon-to-be sixty-four year old was becoming a star. “Kids 
would come up to me all year long, and say ʻThere is Santa!ʼ. So, I just kind of played it 
up.
“One time, a young boy was acting up in the store — like boys will do — and his mother 
was just at witsʼ end. I heard her say, ʻYouʼd better behave, because Santa sees you all 
year long.ʼ Suddenly, I poked my head around the checkout lane, never said a word, 



and just waved my index finger at him with a stern look. Well, you can imagine his reac-
tion. He piped down, and with saucer eyes, never made another sound after that.
“I remember his mother mouthing, ʻThank You!ʼ as the two left the store.”
Hettenvan never sought stardom. It just kind of landed in his lap, so to speak.
“Every year, just for my own Christmas, I put on a Santa hat, around Thanksgiving time, 
and started letting my beard fill out more. But, I really didnʼt pursue creating the whole 
Santa personality right away.”
The credit for his elfin success belongs to his wife, Resa — a Montgomery County na-
tive (née Seybolt).
“Resa had a friend who worked at Speckʼs Pet Supply in Avon. They had the suit, and 
all I had to do was get my picture taken with the family pet. I did that for two years, then 
my daughter and her mother-in-law recruited me for the same work at the Brownsburg 
Speckʼs store.
“So my professional debut was playing Santa for dogs.”
Em-“barking” on a new career as a dog elf was not on Hettenvanʼs mind, however. Still,  
he kept dressing up on a year-to-year basis, until his retirement changed everything. 
“Several people contacted me to be Santa Claus at family gatherings and private par-
ties. It just kept building.”
This year Hettenvan began growing his beard early, long before the traditional Thanks-
giving start time. It was then, he decided to pursue Santa-ing as his holiday employ-
ment. He jumped on websites, and began filling out applications with several Santa re-
cruiting companies, eventually signing up with Hoosier Santas.
“Resa and I saw it on TV, and we said we should give it a try. I went online, and began 
filling out applications. Thatʼs when I realized that I might not be accepted. They get to 
choose who they want, and who they donʼt want.”
Hoosier Santas did want him. In fact, they wanted Resa, too. Sometimes the couple ap-
pears in tandem as Mr. and Mrs. Claus.
His first gigs were mostly at private parties. Pay usually depends on the assignment. 
Some gigs are more lucrative than others.
More than that, pay is not just milk and cookies.
“Some places pay better than others, obviously,” said Hettenvan. “I had a chiropractor 
pay $50 per hour, but of course that only lasted a couple of hours. But there is some big 
money for Santa out there. I overheard two Santas talking, and I heard one say that itʼs 
possible to make $8,000 - $15,000 per season.”
Although, he hasnʼt threatened that level of compensation, Hettenvan is catching the 
attention of big time promotors. He received a phone call this December from a compa-
ny that places Santas for all of the Bass Pro Shops nationwide.
“They had a Santa go down in Noblesville, but they filled it before I could sign up. In-
stead, they sent me up to Portage, Indiana, and I worked two shifts up there all week. It 



wasnʼt the North Pole, but it seemed that way at times. Thereʼs not a lot to do in 
Portage.”
Being Santa Claus can be hard, ho-ho-ho-hum work. “We shot over 600 pictures with 
Santa in one day at Portage. The real challenge is to be good actors. We must stay in 
holiday character at all times.
“One time I was doing a private party, and it was time for me to change and go home. 
Suddenly, i noticed that there were still some kids in the room. I had to leave in full cos-
tume. What would they think if Santa just disappeared?”
The questions the kids ask are the ones that you would expect, like “Is that beard real?” 
or “Is Rudolph here?” Nevertheless, Hettenvan says that some questions you just canʼt 
prepare for.
“I asked one little girl what she wanted for Christmas, and she said ʻI just want my 
Mommy to be happy.” Well, what do you say to that?” asked Hettenvan, “What do you 
say to that?”
Hettenvan reports that one of his favorite moments came just this year.
“I was between shifts, and decided to grab a bite at McDonaldʼs. I was covered in a cap, 
and was pretty anonymous. Across the way, I saw I young girl with her mother, dressed 
in a festive outfit. I knew she was coming to see me. I watched closely as she ate her 
meal.
“Sure enough, here she comes later to see Santa Claus. Before she got settled, I asked 
her how she liked the pancakes at McDonaldʼs! It was priceless.”
This time of year, Hettenvan trims the beard away, and settles in for the off-season. 
“Santa has left the building,” he says.
However, the jolly elf is already looking forward to next year.
“Ultimately the job is to bring joy to the kids. Thatʼs what I like — the looks on the kidsʼ 
faces,” adds Hettenvan. “Nothing else matches that.”
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