A ‘Super Santa’ shares St. Nick’s story
Spoiler alert. Santa Claus is
real. Turns out he’s a DAC member.
For many families at the Club,
Christmas time includes a special
visit with Santa Claus himself. And
there is no one better at being the
jolly old fellow than Father Joseph
Marquis.
Over the past four decades,
Marquis has donned the red-andwhite suit, black boots and jingling
bells to bring joy and delight to
many a child at the Club. Recently,
a vacancy allowed the Byzantine
Catholic priest to join as one of
DAC’s clergy members.
“My whole vocation is working
with people and it fits nicely with
doing Santa Claus,” Marquis
explained. “If you do Santa for more
than two years, it gets in your blood;
you get green and red corpuscles.”
Along with playing Santa at
the DAC for nearly 40 years,
Marquis was a hospital chaplain. In
October, he was among a number
of clergy who were at the
commissioning ceremony of
the new USS Detroit.
“The DAC is kind of
like a second home to me
around Christmas,” said
Marquis, who is the pastor of
the Sacred Heart Byzantine
Catholic Church in Livonia.
He’s played Santa
professionally for 45 years.
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Starting in the mid-1970s, for a
He had been born in a well-to-do
decade he was the official St. Nick
family and was known for giving
for the Hudson’s Department
away his fortune through acts
Store downtown, which
of charity. Marquis’ program
included saying “Merry
encourages attendees to engage
Christmas” to the spectators
in prayer and participate in
of Detroit’s Thanksgiving Day
discussions about the life of
parade.
St. Nicholas.
Called “Super
The institute
Santa” by the Detroit
also hosts an awards
News, he once played
program that
with the Four Tops
honors people
and is a member of
who have shown
the Santa Claus Hall
the spirit of St.
of Fame. In 2011,
Nicholas.
Marquis founded the
“For each child, I
Father Joseph Marquis
St. Nicholas Institute
want them to feel that
as an annual symposium for about 20
they are the most important person in
Santas and Mrs. Claus per year.
Santa’s life,” he said. “I offer what they
Open to members of all Christian
expect – an animated, larger-than-life
backgrounds, the institute tries to
kind of persona with a broad sweep of
inspire the participants and tell them
his hands and kind of magical.”
about the story of the real man behind
Originally from Canada, the
the legendary figure. A bishop in Asia
67-year-old Marquis has a twin
Minor, St. Nicholas lived from 270 to
brother, Richard. They came to live in
343 AD.
the United States in 1950, moving to
Lincoln Park.
Santa Claus came into
the lives of the twin brothers
when they weren’t quite five
years old and when they really
needed him in 1953. It was
the year their father, Ray, was
admitted to the Maybury
Sanitarium in Northville for
tuberculosis.
Their mother was pregnant

More than 20 St. Nicks gather for the institute’s awards banquet. Photos by A Thousand
Words Photography and Andy Greenwell Photography.

and did her best to take care of
them by herself at their sparsely
furnished home. On a cold morning
in early December, she asked the
boys if they wanted to see Santa
Claus.
“To us, in those days, Santa
Claus – the real one – was in
Hudson’s in downtown Detroit,”
Marquis said.
Instead, their mother took them
to a little cabin in Lincoln Park.
A burly man soon walked up and
confirmed that Santa would arrive.
“All of a sudden the lights go
on in this building and the door
opens,” Marquis said.
When they walked in, a man sat Santa Claus (Fr. Joe) greets children at the DAC in 2015.
in a chair with a “Halloween-like”
“Then I said wait a minute, that’s
Santa outfit made out of corduroy
a job?” Marquis recalled. “My brother
with fake fur, wing tip shoes with
Richard to this day remembers
plastic stove top pipe attachments
exactly that I said, ‘One day I’m going
and a pretend nylon beard.
to be one of his helpers too.’”
“We may have been naïve but we
That is when Marquis first
weren’t stupid,” Marquis said. “I said,
thought about being Santa when he
‘What’s going on here?’ My mother
got older, but there’s more to this tale.
said, ‘Be respectful to adults.’”
On Christmas Eve, their mother
Toy train fanatics, Marquis and
started hemorrhaging and a neighbor
his brother, Richard had decided to
rushed her to the hospital. Before
ask for one gift – a Lionel train with
going to bed, Marquis and his brother
an engine that puffed real smoke. But
said their night prayers with their
their mother promoted them to ask
great aunt who told them that Santa
for one more thing.
Claus was really St. Nicholas and was
“Oh, we want our dad back from
also praying in heaven to help their
the hospital. I said he has TV and
family.
my mother said, ‘He means TB,’”
“At that moment, my brother and
Marquis said.
I felt this presence at the same time,”
Then the man’s face changed. His
Marquis said. “It was like an electric
eyes caught the lights of the tree and
current.”
suddenly they looked real beautiful
When they told their aunt what
and “Santa-like.”
had happened, she said, “It’s the Holy
Tearing up, the man put his arms
Spirit. God is letting us know He’s
around the two boys and said, “I
going to watch over our family.”
want to let you know that Santa is
The next morning, when they
going to pray that your daddy comes
looked under the tree, the boys were
home.”
disappointed. Each of them received
When they left, their mother
a plastic 1953 Cadillac toy car, an
explained that the man was a helper
inexpensive stuffed animal and some
for Santa but he would make sure
hard candies.
their wishes got to the real Santa.
The boys cried. After letting them

get their bearings, their aunt
said, “I know that you’re very
disappointed, but God doesn’t
always give you what you want.
But if you trust the Lord, He’ll
always give you what you need.”
Around one o’clock in the
afternoon a call came in. The
boys’ mother had given birth that
Christmas Day to a baby boy,
although she had nearly died on
the operating table.
“I look back on all those years
and in the darkness it was such
an incredible experience,” he said.
“That Lionel train now would
have been long ago forgotten,
but the gift we were given at
Christmas – my brother Ray –
remains with us to this day.”
Thirteen months later, their father
was released from the sanitarium. He
was the only survivor of the original
six patients.
Marquis’ desire to become a priest
emerged over a period of time. For
a number of years, he was employed
as a restoration artist at a downtown
Detroit studio.
When he was ordained as a priest
in 2006, one of the his first parishes
– appropriately, considering his role
as Santa - was Detroit’s St. Nicholas
Church.
Last year, at the banquet at the end
of the St. Nicholas Institute program,
one of the attendees presented Fr.
Joe and his twin brother Richard
with two packages. The twins both
received Lionel trains with engines
that puffed real smoke.
“I guess God thought I needed a
Lionel train at that point,” Marquis
said. “During our Christmas party
at my parish, I now set it up to run
around the tree.”
With a twinkle in his eye, Fr. Joe –
Santa Claus – will be coming to town
at the DAC.
Joseph Cabadas
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