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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  I first heard about John Duval Gluck on Christmas Eve. As my family sat around the Christmas tree after opening gifts, my uncle Dan mentioned a great-granduncle of mine who had been New York’s Santa Claus. My brothers and I peppered him with questions, and he told us what he knew. He was fuzzy on the details but dug up a few photos and an old Seagram’s V.O. holiday print ad that featured Gluck as a man who’d “helped save Christmas” once upon a time. How had I never heard of this guy? A quick Google search pulled up little. But my curiosity was piqued—I wanted to know more about this long-lost relative of mine. It turned out there was much more.


  With the few leads from Uncle Dan, I scoured newspaper archives, the New York Public Library, and Ancestry.com. I found that Gluck, in fact, had been the toast of New York a century before—a regular presence in the newspapers, a widely quoted expert on philanthropy, and a man friendly with many of the era’s biggest stars and politicians. It came thanks to his founding of the Santa Claus Association, which for fifteen years answered every letter a New York City kid sent to St. Nick. Without Gluck and his group, these hopeful missives would be sent to the Dead Letter Office and destroyed. He made Santa real for thousands of New Yorkers.


  Under this glowing tale, however, a more illicit story line swirled—suspicions of thievery, blackmail, and espionage; an arrest; and eventual exposure as a huckster. Who was the real John Gluck?


  My search to uncover his true story took me to Florida, Texas, Washington, DC, and the far corners of Gotham. I connected with experts on Christmas, the US Postal Service, and New York City. I met with relatives I hadn’t known existed. Frances, a widow of Gluck’s nephew, recalled John fondly; after some digging, she found several storage boxes full of his papers. She sent a fifty-five-pound trove of John’s personal correspondences, official Santa Claus Association documents, and original Santa letters that served as the backbone of the story you are about to read. Among the papers was a letter from Muriel, the daughter of another of John’s brothers. Muriel proved a wonderful resource on John’s personality and checkered history, and she remembered her uncle warmly, if also as a bit peculiar.


  Through their invaluable input, loads of research, and luck, the rest of the pieces—a riveting Bureau of Investigation (the precursor to the FBI) report on Gluck’s schemes, a Supreme Court case against the Boy Scouts of America, and lots of Santa letters—fell into place. They revealed a man who yearned for escape from a mundane life but who lost his bearings once he broke free. He was a fitting man for his time—from World War I to the Great Depression—when civic engagement and optimism were at a high point and could be easily exploited by a man with a touching cause and a good story. This was when Christmas became the garish, commercial, spectacular holiday we celebrate today, with Gluck himself playing a key role in its transformation. But it was also a time when the whole party was about to come to a crashing end.


  This may be a story about Santa Claus, but all of it is true. Anything in quotes comes verbatim from the original letter, testimony, or report. In some cases I have adjusted the formatting for consistency, but I have left any misspellings or grammatical quirks intact. In a few cases I have used italics to indicate exchanges that took place but where the exact wording was not documented. Where firsthand accounts could not be found, I have noted what combination of sources I drew on in order to render the scene. Telling the true story of a fabulist presents challenges, but I verified Gluck’s claims with additional sources whenever possible.


  I like to think Gluck embodies the myth-making spirit of America—combining ambition, charm, and a healthy share of bull, when it suited him. He wanted not just a good life but greatness, and his story can be a cautionary tale or an inspiration, depending how you look at it.


  Alex Palmer


  Brooklyn, New York


  February 2015


  PROLOGUE An Arrest in Coney Island


  How quickly fortunes reversed.


  At 9:30 p.m. on the cool evening of September 9, 1913, John Duval Gluck Jr., dressed in his best suit and bowler, his mustache carefully groomed, basked in the excitement of a stadium full of his fellow New Yorkers. A light breeze carried the scent of salt water and stale food over the hundreds of onlookers packed into their seats. They whooped at what they saw before them: In the flesh, ambling around the arena, was something they had only heard about in stories and seen in picture books.


  But just moments after this marvelous spectacle appeared, delighting and thrilling the audience, it all came crashing down. By 10:30 p.m., Gluck sat handcuffed and humiliated in the Coney Island Police Station.


  It was New York City’s first bullfight and the headline event of Coney Island Mardi Gras week. George Tilyou, creator of the beloved Steeplechase Park, took a chance and hired the untested Gluck to publicize it. Though a novice publicity man, the thirty-five-year-old Gluck proved adept at sparking interest. By taking out newspaper ads alongside those for Broadway shows, promising “three ferocious bulls each performance,” and talking up the showdown to his press contacts, Gluck elevated the bullfight into one of the most talked-about draws of the festival. Running two times each day, almost all of the tickets had been sold by the time the bacchanal began. Although it remained true to the spirit of the more familiar Louisiana festival, Coney Island’s Mardi Gras was held not before Lent but after Labor Day, marking the end of summer days spent lying on the beach and eating hot dogs on Surf Avenue.


  Gluck hoped this new gig might give him a fresh start. He’d followed his father into the family business at age twenty-four and dedicated himself to customs work, as vice president and then president of the customs brokerage firm John D. Gluck & Son. But a decade on, he yearned for escape. He’d spent his entire adult life immersed in the nuances of importing and exporting, excise tax and tariffs. Now he wanted his hours to go to something more meaningful. At such an exhilarating time, it seemed a shame to just watch the thrills of New York City from the outside, like the poor children he often saw on the sidewalk, faces pressed against the windows of Gotham’s proliferating shops, lobster palaces, and hotel lobbies. Gluck wanted inside.


  He possessed a natural gift for storytelling and had accumulated plenty of business associates from his brokerage work, so he decided to try his hand at publicity. His well-connected friend, the restaurateur Paul Henkel, connected Gluck with the Mardi Gras opportunity. Henkel sold tickets to the event from his newly opened steakhouse, helping bring in business as he supported his friend’s efforts to move into a new line of work.


  But now the day had finally arrived. Gluck joined the delighted crowd as New York’s eleventh annual Mardi Gras launched in the large ballroom of Luna Park with the crowning of the festival’s king and queen—tubby silent-film star John Bunny and actress Lillian Walker. They led a great parade atop their royal float, covered in garlands and incandescent bulbs, marching from Ocean Parkway and Neptune Avenue all the way to West Twenty-Second Street. Behind them traveled floats representing farflung countries while costumed mummers and brass bands rounded out the procession. Bringing in the rear was the Coney Island float—a giant electric-lighted lobster ridden by a bevy of young beauties. Gluck could barely make out the floats through the blizzard of confetti and paper streamers.


  For Gluck and the other spectators, the dancing crowds and colors seemed like a kaleidoscopic dream. Among the audience that evening, Italian-born painter Joseph Stella described the “hectic mood the surging crowd and the revolving machines generating for the first time, not anguish and pain, but violent, dangerous pleasures.” The swirling lights and colossal rides he saw that night inspired his first masterpiece—the hallucinogenic oil painting Battle of Lights, Coney Island, Mardi Gras. Coney was a place where New Yorkers could forget everyday obligations and social codes—cuddling in the Barrel of Love and laughing as clowns zapped men with electric stingers and hidden air jets blew up girls’ skirts in the Blowhole Theater. One of the most popular attractions was a booth with fake china dishes that customers paid to destroy. “If you can’t break up your own home, break up ours!” read the sign. And at Mardi Gras, Coney Island got wilder than usual.


  The crowd was especially lively thanks to acting mayor Adolph Kline’s decision to provide twenty-five all-night licenses to local cafes and hotels, supplying drinks to all who wanted them, as late, or early, as they liked. It fueled the horde, which made its way past Steeplechase’s Ferris wheel and mechanical racecourse toward the large makeshift arena Tilyou had installed for the headline event. The shop girls, newsboys, and other revelers, who had each paid fifty cents to as much as five dollars per ticket, filled the seats overlooking an emptied swim tank, its water replaced by a foot of sand. Gluck had arrived early to ensure all the performers were ready and to provide a few interviews to reporters. Was there any truth to the rumors the bullfight might be cancelled? What about the safety of the bull? they asked. Absolutely no truth to it, Gluck assured them. And there is no reason to worry about the safety of the bull—or the matador, for that matter. As he had explained many times already, this would be a “bloodless bullfight”—a demonstration, not a violent confrontation. He could barely hide his annoyance and urged the reporters to stop speaking with the meddling Humane Society folks, who had been ginning up protests about the event the past week. Just watch the show for yourself, he urged. As the crowd of seven hundred settled, Gluck found a place on the sideline with a view of the action. He lit a cigarette to dissipate some of his nervous excitement as his watch struck 9:30. He would show these skeptics.


  A thick, muscular man strolled into the arena, wearing colorful traje de luces, complete with wide-brimmed hat, short jacket, and snug tights. The clothing, aided by the lightness of his smooth movements, gave him a deceptively slender appearance. The crowd knew this man: famed Spanish matador Enrique Robles, whom Gluck had trumpeted as a daredevil, brindled with scars, who had nearly lost an eye during a recent scrap with a bull. Spectators whispered to one another the story of how Robles had defeated his first bull at age fifteen—how he’d sat in the audience just as they did today, but at a crucial moment jumped over the barrier, pulled from his pocket several sharp banderillas, and planted them deep in the beast’s back. The bull threw him seventeen feet, and kicked off the teenager’s death-defying career. Now Robles had brought his first show in the United States to Brooklyn, and these spectators were there to witness history.


  Several picadors on horseback galloped onto the sand following the matador, each dressed in a short velvet jacket, silk shirt, and velvet stockings with a pica lance used to test the bull’s strength and to signal Robles which side the creature favored. Over the loudspeaker, announcer Eugene Talrone described each step of the dance in excited tones, while assuring the onlookers this was only an exhibition. Robles and his retinue would not taunt, injure, or kill the bull but merely demonstrate what such a performance looked like in Spain. Gluck glanced at the reporters to ensure they jotted that last point. A pair of cowboys, ready to perform between Robles’s demonstrations, waited nearby.


  The introductions over, a side gate opened and the real star of the evening appeared: a hulking Andalusian bull, brought from Spain on the same ship as Robles. It trudged around the ring, ignoring the riotous crowd that called to it. Few in the audience had ever seen such a creature in action, and their cheers validated Gluck’s promises that this would be an event New York would not soon forget.


  Gluck drummed up a packed house, partly because bullfighting remained a divisive sport. The last high-profile show had taken place almost a decade earlier, at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis. When the authorities had tried to halt the event, a mob of almost seven thousand stormed the arena, destroyed the furnishings, and burned it to the ground. A 1911 letter to the editor of the New York Times urged that the international community condemn bullfighting or “in some way lift the Spanish people to a more enlightened form of amusement.”


  At least five men in the audience shared this distaste for the sport. They bought seats not for their own entertainment but because they distrusted Gluck’s assurances that this fight would be nonviolent. Three were New York veterinarians: Edward Leary, Thomas Childs, and Philip Finn. Next to them sat Thomas Archer, a representative of the Humane Society, and Thomas Freel, superintendent of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA).


  They watched hawk-eyed as Robles delicately approached the bull. The creature moved slowly and seemed hardly the furious animal the crowd expected. The matador placed a tissue streamer between the animal’s horns. No reaction. The announcer attempted to add excitement to the proceedings, describing how fierce and dangerous the creature could get, but the somnambulant bull took little notice of the strutting matador. Sensing the dissipating energy, with a showman’s desire to give the people what they paid for, and flouting all of Gluck’s assurances and New York City law, Robles smacked the bull on the nose. Gluck’s throat tightened. The bull’s gloominess vanished. Snapping to furious attention, the animal charged. It ran at Robles, who dodged the beast. And then it kept running—straight at the crowd.


  Without slowing down, the bull slammed headlong into the wooden barricade separating it from the audience. Members of the crowd shrieked and dove from their seats, frightened he would charge again or crash through the barricade altogether.


  While many ran for their lives, the veterinarians jumped from their seats and sprinted toward the bull, which now lay on its side. Upon striking the arena wall, the creature had knocked itself unconscious. The crowd and the doctors had little to fear from the beast now. The reporters on the sidelines began gunning questions at Gluck, but he could only stare silently as Leary, Childs, and Finn examined the bull from hoof to horns and found its nose badly cut. An animal lover himself, Gluck pitied the poor bull—but more distressful at that moment was that the gore pouring from the creature’s face made Gluck’s “bloodless” claim a lie. That was not only embarrassing, it was illegal. The doctors signaled to the men from the SPCA and the Humane Society. In the past, the two organizations had traded barbs about each other’s effectiveness but set aside their differences for such a high-profile gathering. Freel and Archer worked together in arranging for the veterinarians to be on hand and—as Gluck was about to learn—in securing the involvement of several cops.


  As if in slow motion, Gluck watched as uniformed police officers consulted with the animal-rights men and then moved on Robles’s six picadors and the two cowboys, corralling and cuffing the costumed figures. Next they went after announcer Talrone and, amidst his protests and in view of the reporters he had tried so hard to impress, handcuffed Gluck himself. The papers the next day would gleefully recount the event’s meltdown and arrest of its press agent, much to Gluck’s ire. Fleet-footed Robles managed to escape. Though reports differed whether the collision with the fence or the strike from the matador caused the bull’s bloody nose, the fracas provided the police with enough to charge the event’s organizers with breaking sections 181 and 185 of the New York City penal code—baiting animals and animal cruelty, respectively. The officers frog-marched the motley band of men to the Coney Island Police Station.


  It was the last bullfight Coney Island hosted, bloodless or otherwise, and the organizers took a loss on the rest of the week’s shows. The police eventually charged Gluck and the others with fines and released them. But while seated in the jail cell, his carefully pressed suit now disheveled, the wild party continuing outside without him, Gluck faced the failure of his first serious attempt to break out of his life’s mundane routine.


  He could have reasonably accepted defeat and returned to the tedious world of taxes and tariffs he understood. But the brief taste of the excited crowd, of having brought something to New York that it had never seen before, left Gluck intoxicated. And as it happened, he knew of another way to enchant New Yorkers and bring joy to his own humdrum life. He had been toying with an idea for a couple of years after reading about a change in Post Office Department policy and a need that it produced for a creative individual to step forward. It began as a frivolous thought, but as the months passed, Gluck grew convinced that he alone qualified for the assignment. It required a playful imagination but also an instinct for efficiency, a knack for attracting attention but for causes worthier than base entertainment, plenty of business connections and the ambition to make new ones. On all counts, Gluck felt certain he fit the bill.


  That’s it, Gluck decided. This Christmas, he would bring Santa Claus to New York City.


  PART I


  CHAPTER 1


  The Adventurers’ Club


  
    Santa has a new scheme. He has appointed a personal representative to take charge of his New York children, to learn their hearts’ desires and to make their wishes come true.


    —THE EVENING TELEGRAM

  


  The postman charged with delivering Santa’s first batch of mail pushed through a difficult shift. In addition to his usual heavy load, he struggled with hundreds of additional letters as he trudged east from the General Post Office on Thirty-Third Street and Eighth Avenue. Somehow he made room for these in an already cramped canvas bag. The grind of automobile motors mingled with the clopping of horse hooves, hollers of newsboys, and chugging of the Sixth Avenue Elevated train as it left the Thirty-Third Street station. But more than the city noise and extra weight, the postman fought the wretched weather, especially the wind, as he strove to get this pack of wishes to its rightful recipient.


  This was no ordinary breeze. Off the southern tip of Manhattan, the gusts of December 8, 1913, kept Mayor-elect John Purroy Mitchel from returning to his city. After a three-week vacation through the sunny climes of Jamaica, Panama, and Costa Rica, the thirty-four-year-old “Boy Mayor” and his fellow passengers aboard the liner Tenadores found themselves stuck at the New York Quarantine Station on Staten Island. It would be two hours of waiting for the weather to calm before the group at last got approval to continue on to the East River pier to disembark.


  Near the island’s western tip, the gales shook the dilapidated Washington Market where merchants hawked their fruits and meats and attempted to keep their stalls from blowing out from under them. Towering above the sellers was the brand-new Woolworth Building’s neoGothic façade and exemplary structure—able to withstand wind pressure as high as 250 miles per hour, with a lightning-deflection system on its spire. It seemed to mock the rickety hundred-year-old market below.


  The winds rushed so fast that a young woman, rounding the corner across from Madison Square Park where city officials prepared Gotham’s second annual Christmas-tree lighting, was thrown into the path of a westbound automobile. The chauffer behind the wheel stopped his car and rushed to her side against the battering breeze. He proved of little assistance, fainting upon seeing the woman’s bloodied face. A doctor nearby proved steelier and sent the young woman away in an ambulance before reviving the overwhelmed driver. Excluding the girl’s fractured jaw and chauffer’s wounded pride, both would fully recover by the time Madison Square Park’s “Tree of Light” lit up on Christmas Eve.


  Eleven blocks north of the averted tragedy, the wind blew against Macy’s Herald Square storefront, rattling the windows of the new fifth-floor “Toyland.” In the toasty interior, a man dressed in the red fur robe and cotton-white beard of Santa Claus greeted children in front of a thatched cottage made up like his home. For fifty-one years Macy’s had brought the jolly character into its stores and helped inspire every other department-store chain to do the same. But this year, surrounded by thousands of toys—wooden swing horses, magic lanterns, doll carriages, and ducks on wheels—Santa presided over his most opulent Christmas yet.


  The postman trudged not to Toyland but a block north of it and a few doors east. When he arrived, windswept and soaking wet, at St. Nick’s headquarters at 58 West Thirty-Sixth Street, he felt grateful for two reasons. For one, he was unloading more than five hundred letters of his cargo and lightening his bag for the rest of the day’s rounds. But it also allowed him, for at least a moment, to indulge in the hospitable surroundings of Paul Henkel’s Chop House.


  The hearty scents of steak, roasting lamb, and whiskey, along with the ever-present undercurrent of tobacco smoke, beguiled the postman’s nose as he took in the cozy scene. The restaurant, all dark wood and leather, sat at the center of the Herald Square theater district, steps from the Garrick Theatre’s back entrance. Paul Henkel, the restaurant’s proprietor and namesake, was a gregarious, industrious man respected in the New York dining scene. “Paul Henkel knows everybody worth while in New York,” read one of his print ads, and he likely did. The postman would of course know Henkel from his daily deliveries to the restaurant, though probably not from having enjoyed a meal there—a pleasure too pricey for someone on his postman’s salary. No, Henkel’s Café (another name by which it was known) played host to characters like the Adventurers’ Club, which held monthly meetings at the restaurant for well-heeled members to tell stories of escapes from South African cannibals and the daring apprehension of jewel thieves. At a recent gathering, the host even read a letter from that most famous of New York City adventurers, Theodore Roosevelt:


  
    I claim to be a little of an adventurer myself, in the proper sense of the term, that is, in the sense of a willingness to run risks and incur hardships for an adequate cause. I am sorry that all I can do is to wish you a most pleasant dinner.

  


  Santa’s mailman, incurring his share of hardships, no doubt looked forward to ending this day’s adventure. He passed through Henkel’s front dining room, up a set of stairs, and into a back office where he encountered a burst of activity and cacophony of laughter, rustling papers, and typewriter keys. Wooden chairs were scattered throughout the room, papers covered the tables, and framed photographs filled the walls. A couple of men hauled a desk into the already rather full space, trying to find somewhere to cram another surface. At the sight of the postman, the sharply dressed crowd moving about the room cheered. One man in particular seemed very happy to see him. Stepping forward in a brown three-piece suit, with stiff collar and tie, and a hand outstretched, the fellow wore a wide smile accented by his well-maintained mustache. He shook the postman’s hand and introduced himself: John Duval Gluck Jr., the founder and president of the Santa Claus Association and, as of that day, the one man in New York City authorized to receive Santa’s mail.


  As he helped the postman deposit the letters on a wooden desk in the corner, Gluck’s ebullient energy seemed to fill the small room. While his balding head, short stature, and suit gave him little resemblance to the mythical saint, his twinkling eyes and easy laugh certainly fit the character. Gluck, all chattiness and charm, cracked a joke to help the postman appreciate both the humor and the significance of the mail drop he just made. They had been waiting for him.


  With his big delivery complete, the postman left Santa’s warm, crowded workshop. Now it was up to Gluck to do something about this pile of North Pole mail. Even with the letters in front of him, disbelief must have passed over the man the papers would soon be calling “Santa’s Secretary.” Gluck had asked for them less than a week earlier, the sting of his Coney Island arrest still aching, and learned within three days that his request would be granted. The morning had been spent rushing to prepare the office for the letters’ arrival, addressing envelopes, and setting up workstations. Now, as if by magic, Santa’s mailbag had actually arrived. Where to even begin? He picked up one of the envelopes, tore it open, and read aloud to the others, the child’s ungrammatical words taking on an odd weightiness in Gluck’s baritone voice:


  
    My dear Santa


    I am 7 year have two siter and brother Mother said you will not call to our house, as she has no money but try and come Margie is sending a letter to she cant write good by try and give me skates and a cow boy suit and margie a doll.


    —Edward Lennan

  


  Its return address was Amsterdam Avenue at 141st Street. That was Washington Heights, a scrappy neighborhood of Italian and Irish immigrants. A week earlier, ten minutes before midnight, a mafioso gang, the Black Hand Society, had detonated a bomb inside the shoe shop of a man named Joseph Forno just seven blocks north of Edward’s home. It blew out hundreds of nearby windows. Though it was the first such bombing in the neighborhood, Washington Heights residents knew crime and destitution well.


  Despite these conditions, even as his own mother assured him they were too poor for a visit from Santa, Edward held out enough hope to drop this letter in the mail. In an earlier year, Edward’s mother would have been proven right by Christmas Day. The boy’s scribbled expression of faith in the face of hardship would have ended up where it always had: the city’s Dead Letter Office, where it would soon be destroyed along with any envelopes lacking a legitimate address.


  But this year, the postmen had Santa’s address. This year, because of Gluck, Edward would hear back from Santa.


  Gluck lit a cigarette and pulled another letter from the pile, reading it aloud.


  
    Dear Santa Claus


    I am a little girl eleven years old. I have one little brother and three little sister beside myself. My papa is sick with Rheumatism and cannot work. So dear Santa I am writing this letter to you. I hope dear Santa you will not forget us on Christmas.

  


  Loretta Giblin of 328 Avenue A, at Fourteenth Street, wrote this one. She lived on the northern edge of the Lower East Side (it would not become the “East Village” until half a century later), an area near enough to the city’s garment factories to draw Eastern European, Jewish, Irish, and Italian immigrant families seeking work. The 1910s were the tail end of the “new immigration” wave that brought millions of European immigrants to Gotham as they found the journey faster, easier, and cheaper than ever. These newcomers crammed into dumbbell-style tenements, with pairs of apartments separated by a narrow corridor and most rooms receiving no direct light or air. A day like December 8, 1913, tormented the tenement dwellers with bursts of wind through the broken plaster in the walls and rain through leaky roofs.


  Getting enough to eat when parents made meager factory wages was difficult. Doing so with an unemployed and enfeebled father would be near impossible. The Santa Claus Association could not find little Loretta’s dad a job, but they could prove to her that Santa remembered her, and brighten her Christmas in a small way.


  [image: A back office in Henkel’s Chop House, the Santa Claus Association’s headquarters in its first year. GLUCK SCRAPBOOKS.]


  Hundreds of these appeals covered the desk in this cramped back room. Fortunately, Gluck did not dig through the pile alone. About a dozen secretaries assisted Santa’s Secretary in his mission—young women “on loan” from their sympathetic employers, as well as a few retired matrons with the time to dedicate to nonpaying enterprises. The proceedings had the warm bustle of friends preparing an elaborate holiday party. Each person provided help wherever he or she could—opening envelopes, typing addresses, logging each letter received. Volunteers sat in the scattered wooden chairs or just stood as they worked, pausing often to ask a question of Gluck or to share a funny or touching note.


  Several of the association’s newly appointed “directors” joined in the work. These men of affairs and society ladies included Paul Henkel and his wife, and the wives of Frederick Goodwin and architect Robert T. Rasmussen (her husband could not spare the time, as he was in the midst of building the new Flatbush Theatre, southeast of Prospect Park). Dr. William Edward Fitch, a medical man specializing in metabolic diseases and dietotherapy, joined the group. Editor of the journal Pediatrics at the time, he possessed a professional interest in the well-being of the city’s children. Although a man of science, he also appreciated the power of childish faith. Gluck knew them all through business and social dealings, and had charmed them with his pitch about this project.


  [image: Volunteer Gertrude Whitaker and Gluck, manning one of the group’s tables. GLUCK SCRAPBOOKS.]


  This group made up its own motley Adventurers’ Club, with a quest before it: five hundred wishes—and the promise of many more to come. They were to be opened, categorized, investigated, and answered, following an elaborate system devised by Gluck—not just to make the children of New York City happy but also to protect the association from mistakes that had destroyed similar operations elsewhere in the country. It was “an adequate cause,” in Roosevelt’s words, and one as clear as the name “Santa Claus” at the top of Loretta Giblin’s letter.


  But as the founding members of the Santa Claus Association dug into their first delivery, much cloudier to them was the other half of Roosevelt’s formula for adventure: the “risks” to be run and the “hardships” endured in pursuit of this cause. It would take fifteen more Christmases, thousands more letters, a kidnapping, investigations by the Bureau of Investigation and the New York City district attorney, a world war, and finally the crusade of a Scrooge-like charity commissioner before the risks of answering Santa’s mail would fully reveal themselves.
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  So who was John Gluck? A strange candidate for Santa Claus, for one thing. Although he had made it his mission to answer letters from New York City children, Gluck had no children of his own. He was a bachelor, since his marriage to Baltimore native Katherine Wheeler ended in divorce five years earlier, just shy of their fifth anniversary. Though a member of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, Gluck was not particularly religious either.


  The oldest of five brothers, Gluck had lived for two years in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn before his family moved to Westfield, New Jersey. He described it as a happy home with few wants and where every holiday was a huge deal, especially Christmas, and where elaborate decorations, feasting, and kind gestures both within the family and toward less-fortunate outsiders were a tradition. Third-generation German Americans, their grandfather Johann Baptiste Carl Glück had emigrated from Stuttgart to Baltimore in 1838 to take a position with the US Coast Survey, helping to produce nautical charts that firmly established the young country’s borders. His son, John Duval Gluck Sr., inherited Johann Baptiste’s interest in national boundaries, parlaying it into a successful customs brokerage that brought him, his wife Emilie, and their growing family to Brooklyn and then New Jersey.


  Although he was the eldest, John Jr. was the most playful of his brothers, always pulling pranks or telling tales to entertain others. His niece Muriel recalled plotting a Halloween scheme with Uncle John when she was a young girl: They spent several days turning an old stuffed animal into a moon-faced monster and devising a pulley system to lower the creature from her second-floor bedroom window to startle those down below. Gluck seemed to have even more fun than his niece as they created the elaborate prank. “He was just a great guy—full of fun,” said Muriel. In family photos, John Jr. is reliably mugging for the camera, striking a silly pose or eliciting laughs from younger family members. There is little question of who was the favorite uncle.


  [image: John’s playful personality made him a favorite among his nieces and younger brothers. COURTESY OF DAN PALMER.]


  He stood out from his four brothers in other ways. At five feet six, he was the shortest by several inches and also the only one losing his hair, for which he began to compensate with a lustrous mustache, maintained with an assortment of combs, brushes, and clippers. He seemed more comfortable in the role of jester than mentor and got along well with his brothers.


  Gluck’s imagination and abundant energy added a sense of whimsy to his days, but it also made him restless and hungry to do something important with his life. He looked up to his father, who had found considerable success in New York City and skillfully connected with others, professionally and socially. When John Sr. died suddenly on Halloween 1907, his son, then age twenty-nine, reluctantly took over the brokerage. But John Jr. did not share his father’s passion for customs work.


  While John Sr. had taken part in a few high-profile customs cases during his career—overseeing the transport of an antique machine gun, serving as manager of the American-Asiatio Steamship Company—John Jr. actively sought press coverage for himself and the firm. Gluck’s customs work put him in contact with a number of business leaders, and reporters occasionally reached out to him for comment. But he began sending his own tips to the press to applaud a customs ruling in his favor or disagree with a decision made against him. When a wealthy British executive of Dick Car Works learned that his daughter had run off to New York to elope with one of his employees, he called Gluck to ask that the couple be detained upon their arrival. Gluck called the newspapers, which reported how he woke up early on April 24 and headed to the Battery, boarding the Etruria ship on which they arrived, and “lost no time in ferreting out” the young lovers. He let the twenty-three-year-old bride know of her father’s displeasure, but since both were consenting adults, he could do little more. It nonetheless pleased him to see his name in the New York Times. Gluck continued to run the brokerage, but bylines in American Carpet and Upholstery Journal did not satisfy his hunger for bigger things.


  As it happened, a man with a sharp sense of storytelling, a network of business connections, and access to the press could tap into a fast-growing trade in these years: publicity. At the turn of the twentieth century, the cost of printing dropped, newspapers lowered prices, and they drew an expanding base of readers and advertisers. New York City alone boasted eighty-five dailies by 1910. As mass media grew, the idea that enterprises needed to present their work to the public in a particular way grew alongside it. The field provided a new type of brokering for Gluck—mediating between client and public—that allowed him to manage more interesting subjects on a grander scale. Gluck was soon dedicating more of his time to a mix of freelance and short-term contract assignments, from legal consulting to publicity gigs for organizations as disparate as the Republican League, the Merchant Marine Committee, and a charity group known as the Good Fellows movement. The successful years at the helm of John D. Gluck & Son allowed John Jr. a high degree of financial independence to grow his nascent publicity career, with an office at 50 Church Street in downtown Manhattan, half a block south of St. Paul’s Churchyard.


  Then in December 1911, sitting at the desk in his small brokerage office, he read in the papers about a change in the US Post Office Department policy. After years of debate, they had finally decided to allow Santa letters to be answered by any group the city’s postmaster deemed worthy. The idea appealed to Gluck’s imaginative side and fondness for elaborate Christmas celebration. Santa had been a familiar presence in the Gluck household. Without a qualified person to answer them, the fact that the Santa letters would simply be thrown out seemed a callous, unnecessary cruelty to him. He could picture what joy it would be to play New York’s Santa Claus, to introduce poor kids to the sort of holiday cheer he had known growing up.


  It would also provide him with the exciting, higher-profile work for which he longed. Picking up any day’s newspaper or stopping in at one of the movie theaters proliferating throughout Manhattan, one encountered thrilling stories of heroes, self-made men, and adventurers. Gluck sensed he was destined for great things too, to bring delight to the city, help his fellow New Yorkers, and garner himself some public esteem in the process. Santa might offer just the route.


  It also appealed to his political leanings. In his work liaising between governments and private businesses, Gluck had become convinced that overregulation hindered his clients’ ability to get things done. He believed the same was true of government relief efforts, conducted by the city’s Public Charities Commission, and the work of established groups like the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor and the Charity Organization Society. These traditional agencies spent “too much on officials who are overhead and too little upon sufferers who are underfoot,” as Gluck was fond of saying. He knew from speaking to friends and business associates that they hesitated to donate to these causes, not because they were unworthy but out of concern that the money would go mostly to administrative costs. “There are people in New York who will gladly give a $50 note to a poor family who would grudge a fifty-cent piece to an organized charity,” he said.


  He was sure that a man with his business background could devise an efficient, cost-effective, and fun way to play Santa—one that emphasized red ribbons, not red tape. Gluck knew a few things about fund-raising and a lot about investigating claims and running an office. Directing gifts from donors to recipients would be just another type of importing and exporting.


  But while Gluck mulled these ideas in 1911, his other clients and assignments demanded his attention. He let the notion pass. Christmas came and went again the following year, and the New York Post Office Department again called for someone to step up and take charge of the Santa letters. He ignored the pleas for a second year. After all, he had an exciting opportunity coming up in the Coney Island Mardi Gras festival; who knew where that might lead? It turned out to lead only to an injured bull and Gluck in handcuffs.


  But unlike those who might be cowed by failure, Gluck’s determination only intensified after humiliation. In December 1913 he sensed it was now or never. He sent a letter to the postmaster general volunteering for the job of New York’s Santa Claus. His friend Paul Henkel happily offered up space for Gluck to test out his idea and readily signed up friends and associates to assist. By the time he got word he could play Santa, his ragtag association was ready. With Henkel and the others, Gluck spoke of the association as an entertaining holiday diversion for all those
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