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By Scott Turner, KP News

There’s a twinkle in his blue eyes and a
gentleness in his voice that belies his 85
years. But those very qualities make Sanford “Sandy” Elken the perfect Santa Claus.
Elken, who has lived in Minter since
1998, has been playing the jolly old elf for
nearly six decades.
It all began back in the early 1950s when
he was assigned to be a photographer during his stint in the Army.
That led to a civilian job as a professional
photographer taking photos of kids as they
visited Santa at big department stores.
“The company I worked for had me being the official photographer for Frederick
& Nelson in Seattle,” Elken said. “Then
they sent me to Spokane to do the same
thing.”
As it happened, the photography studio
always furnished the beards and wigs for

(See Santa, Page 4)

Photo by Scott Turner, KP News
Santa Claus (aka Sandy Elken) made a special trip to the Yankee Clipper
in Key Center last month to get a pre-Christmas trim by shop owner Nita
Garnier.

Park levy fails to get needed votes to pass
By Rick Sorrels, KP News

The Key Pen Parks levy received 53 percent of the votes
cast, but fell short of the 60 percent required to pass.
When the park commissioners voted in June to place the park
property tax levy on the November general election ballot, the
income forecast was dismal. Sales tax receipts and property tax
receipts were still falling, and higher priority municipal governments were taking all the taxes collected, with a forecast
that Key Pen Parks would stop receiving any tax revenues by
sometime in 2014.
The economy has started to recover. Home values have
increased a bit in all areas of Pierce County except the Key
Peninsula, which still dropped 1.5 percent in 2013. Sales tax
receipts and property tax receipts have finally stopped falling
and have actually increased some, according to Scott Gallacher,
the Key Pen Parks director.
Pierce County just released its 2014 budget.

“The numbers now show that KP Parks can survive 2014,
and keep our parks open and clean without the help from the
recent levy that failed,” Gallacher said. “The pinch will not hit
us now until 2015. By then, we hope the economy will recover
further, to provide even more relief.”
The district just approved its budget for 2014. “There is no
money for any construction, but there is $75,000 for planning
the intersection project for the entrance to Gateway Park along
SR-302,” Gallacher said. “Capital improvement cost for this
project will take $750,000 in 2015, and another $250,000 in
2016.”
He said the Gateway Park is the district’s highest priority for
developing the parks they care for.
“We cannot develop it until after we construct access from
SR-302 that meets the required standards. The $1 million cost
is non-negotiable. That’s what it costs today,” he said.

(See Levy, Page 4)
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the department store Santas, while the
stores provided the suits.
It was in Spokane, at the end of a
particularly challenging day of working
with a particularly challenging Santa,
that Elken acquired a Santa suit of his
own.
“I traded a beard and wig for a Santa
suit and when I got back home, I started
playing Santa for my friends’ kids in Seattle,” he recalled.
That was in 1954. He’s been playing
Santa ever since and does it for the pure
joy of seeing kids smile.
“I love kids and I never had any of
my own so that’s why I do this. To this
day, when I see a kid, I just want to make
them smile,” he said, gazing up through
his natural bushy brows.
Elken doesn’t work for big department
stores anymore. Instead, he frequents
private events and smaller community
stores like Food Market on the Key.
And he never gives a big, boisterous
“Ho-Ho-Ho!” because he doesn’t ever
want to scare the little ones.
“When I have a kid that’s scared or
crying, the first thing I do is get down
on the floor at their level and I tell them,
‘Look. Now you’re taller than I am,’ and
they usually calm down right away. And
I just talk gentle to them,” he said with
a grin.
And when a kid doesn’t know what to
say when Santa asks what he or she wants
for Christmas, Elken has a trick for that,

Want to see Santa?
Santa will be at Food Market
at Key Center Dec. 14 from 11to
3 p.m. He’ll make an appearance
at Food Market at Lake Kathryn
Dec. 21, 11 to 3 p.m.

(From Levy, Page 1)
Gallacher said the project is important
not only for the park but for future parking and access to 360 Trails park.
The Key Pen Parks budget for 2014
cites total expenses at $789,142.
Besides the costs of maintaining what
they currently have, the only other bud-

Want to help Santa
help little kids?
For information or to donate
to the Washington Elk’s Therapy
Program for Children, call (253)
472-6223 or send monetary donations to P.O. Box 110760 Tacoma,
WA 98411. For information, visit
waelks.net/therapyprogram.
too: “I just say, ‘Oh I bet I know what you
want. I’m going to bring you some surprises.’ That way they’re looking forward
to Christmas Eve, no matter what their
economic status might be,” he said.
Nita Garnier, owner of the Yankee
Clipper in Key Center, has known Elken
for more than five years.
“I’ve always thought he’d make the
perfect Santa,” she said. “He’s such a
personable, caring man and he has the
most beautiful blue eyes. And he always
has a joke and likes to make people
laugh. And you can tell that the kids just
love him.”
Elken can be hired for private functions, including family gatherings, right
up until 3 p.m. on Christmas Eve. That
night he makes an annual visit to the
home of a specific family. It’s a tradition
that’s been going on for more than 40
years, he said.
Since his very first Santa appearance,
Elken has donated all the money he’s
made to the Washington State Elks Therapy Program for Children. The money pays
for therapy for children who have developmental or medical problems and whose
parents can’t afford professional care.
“I’ve personally seen how they help
those kids and it’s like a miracle,” he said.
To hire Santa (aka Sandy Elken) for a
personal appearance, contact him at his
special North Pole number, (253) 8510271.
get item for any improvements over the
next couple of years is a small sum for
planning the KP Trails System.
“Key Pen Parks thanks the voters of
the Key Peninsula for their support of
the levy. Even though the levy did not
pass as it needed 60 percent, we are
grateful for the 53 percent who voted
yes,” Gallacher said.

