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A town may be worth a thousand pictures. And the City of 
Owatonna is hoping to find some of the best.

Owatonna is holding its first photo contest through the city’s 
Parks and Recreation Department and in conjunction with 
the Owatonna Public Library, which will host the winners 
and participants and feature a rotating gallery of the winning 
photos.

The contest will pull submitted photos from January 2017 to 
March 2018, and ask a panel of judges to decide on the winners. 
It is open to all ages. The photo competition is a great way for 
participants to show off their amateur skill as photographers, 

as well as their love for their hometown. The contest hopes to 
choose 6 winners at a minimum, with that number possibly 
increasing depending on the amount of photos submitted. 

In prior years, Parks and Recreation held a calendar photo 
contest, which followed a similar formula. However, this year’s 
contest will see the Parks and Recreation combine its efforts 
with the Owatonna Public Library in order to showcase the 
beauty and importance of the town in the eyes of participants. 

Mark Bando, director at the Owatonna Library, says that 
they’re primarily seeking photos which people feel can “best 
sum up what they love about Owatonna” and says that when 
people look at the photos they should “get a feeling of home and 
place” and hopes for entries which speak to the beauty and 
uniqueness of the town.

The Calendar contest, which has been held for the past two 
years, saw around 75 photo 
entries. This photo contest 
expects a similar number 
of participants. 

Jessica Abrahams, 
administrative assistant 
for Parks and Recreation, 
explains that the contest 
actually had its origin in 
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Owatonna holds first annual photo contest

PHOTO CONTEST AT GLANCE
 • Photos taken of Owatonna between Jan. 2017-March 2018
 • Submit photos to cassie@owatonna.info
 • Winners will be featured at Owatonna Library

PHOTO COURTESY DEBBIE MCNINCH
Owatonna officials are putting out a call for photographs that 
capture life in Owatonna similar to this one taken by Debbie 
McNinch in Kaplan’s Woods in 2016. Owatonna Library and the 
Parks and Recreation Department are sponsoring a contest to 
feature photos showcasing the best Owatonna has to offer. 

Santa drops in for cocoa at area art center
BY CHRIS BALDWIN

STAFF WRITER

The sound of Christmas music stirred the 
air, the tree was decorated, and the lights 
were all there, the bells were jingling and 
Santa, in his best red coat, was a seat in his 
chair. 

The Owatonna Art Center held its annual 
Cocoa with Santa event on Saturday. It is an 
event, which brings together holiday cheer 
and a little bit of extra magic for all the 
children attending.

The Art Center has been hosting this event 
for 15 years, and Santa and Mrs. Claus have 
been there, ready to share Christmas stories 
and sip cocoa with the children and their 
families. Mrs. Claus plays the piano, while 
Santa greets and meets the children, who 
sang him happy birthday and together recited 
variations on classic Christmas songs. 

When asked what his favorite song is, 
Santa explained that he loves singing those 
that the children enjoy the most, namely 
“Jingle Bells” and “Rudolph the Red Nosed 
Reindeer.”

Mrs. Claus attested to the fact that Santa 
is indeed a good singer, and when asked what 
her favorite holiday song is, she replied with 
a fitting choice: “Santa Claus is coming to 
Town.”

They met years ago when Mrs. Claus was 
celebrating her birthday, and Santa, then the 
cook at her birthday celebration, made such a 
striking figure with his tall stature and white 
whiskers, that she wondered if he might don 
that famous red suit and become Kris Kringle 
himself for the season. 

Santa explains that when he puts the outfit 
on, complete with glasses and hat, and then 
picks up his bag –he is Santa, at least until he 
takes the outfit, and its accoutrements, off for 
the season. Mrs. Claus believes that, “there 
are the whiskers and there is the magic.”

But Santa and Mrs. Claus weren’t the 
only ones in attendance. The Art Center also 
hosted many children and their families, as 
well as volunteer elves. 

One of these elves, a particularly young 
volunteer, Kayla Klinkenberg, says it’s her 

second year volunteering for the event, and that her favorite 
part is seeing the kids’ faces as they light up upon catching a 
glimpse of Santa. She has previously raised money for local 
canines through PayPal and helps with the decorating and 
activates at the event. 

When asked who is her favorite, Santa or Mrs. Claus, 
she affirms that “its unfair to ask an elf to pick favorites,” a 
sentiment she repeated when asked which reindeer she likes the 
most. She also says that she plans on volunteering again next 
year, and that the event can be “busy, but is also a lot of fun.” Her 
favorite thing to do on Christmas is to bake and make candy.

The event is a great chance for families to get their holiday 
celebrations started early, as well as a good opportunity to 
celebrate the coming holiday with members of the community. 
Santa described how he has had many toy requests over the 
years, and this year is no different. A few of the more common 
requests he gets are for electronics, and cell phones, as well as 
popular toys such as “Hatchables.”

But not all requests can be so easily filled. Mrs. Claus 
jokingly admits that Santa has to be able to “soft shoe some of 
the big requests” but that he doesn’t ever want to disappoint the 
children. He uses a “magical” timepiece in order to calm down 
some of the more nervous children and Mrs. Claus says that 
when Santa puts on the outfit his family grows. A family as large 
as the community.

One of the children in attendance, Marlo Marks, asked 
Santa for a blanket this year. She is 4 years old and her favorite 
Christmas song is “Jingle Bells.” Asked who she likes better, 
Santa or Mrs. Claus, she had no qualms about picking a favorite, 
saying that Santa was her number one choice. But she also likes 
Mrs. Claus as well. She said that she looked forward to seeing 
Santa and that she enjoyed the reading of Polar Express. 

Mary Kay Feltes, who also volunteers, gave this year’s 
reading of Polar Express, a book she has been reading to the 
children at the Art Center since 1985. Prior to 1985, she used 
to read an assortment of other holiday themed stories but says 
that she loves the Polar Express, and also enjoys seeing how the 
children react to the story. She says that their awed reactions to 
the bell she rings at the end of the reading is her favorite part.

The event sprang from an idea of Silvan Durben’s many years 
ago, and continues to this day. Durben is the creative director at 
the Art Center, and explains that the event is just as much fun 
for the parents as it is for their kids. 

Durben says that the holidays represent the season of 
friendship and hope, which are themes shared during the event. 
Santa and Mrs. Claus undoubtedly looked the part, although 
Santa admits that sometimes children will ask him if he is 
indeed the real Santa, to which he always responds with “What 
do you think?” 

It seems this year many are willing to believe.

Santa and Mrs. Claus delighted children of all ages with holiday cheer, including 
cocoa, at the Owatonna Art Center. Mrs. Claus even performed on the piano while 
Santa greeted all the children to learn what they want for Christmas.

For many people, the holidays can be 
the most stressful time of year, filled 
with emotional highs and lows.

This time of year also can 
bring about feelings of, loneliness, 

melancholy and intense grief related to the 
loss of loved ones and feelings of inadequacy 
for not having the “It’s a Wonderful Life” 
kind of holiday.   These holiday blues can 
trigger a more serious depression or a 
relapse for those recovering from drug or 
alcohol addiction. Fortunately, with some 
planning, many of these emotions can be 
kept in check, and those with addiction can 
prevent relapse.  

But with some practical tips, you can 
minimize the stress that accompanies the 
holidays. You may even end up enjoying the 
holidays more than you thought you would.

When stress is at its peak, it’s hard to 
stop and regroup. Try to prevent stress and 
depression in the first place, especially if the 
holidays have taken an emotional toll on you 
in the past.

The holidays should be about making 
good memories, not about making things 
perfect. Some ideas for getting through the 
seasonal stress follow:

Do think about what’s important. 
Happiness and fulfillment lie in the balance 
between self-care and caring for others.

Do socialize. If you’re feeling lonely, find a 
church or community center where you can 
be with other people.

Do practice meditation and mindfulness 
techniques. These can be simple to learn and 
can be practiced throughout the day. The 

web is full of great resources to get started.
Do exercise every day. That’s especially 

important when you’re eating more. It’s hard 
to be sad if you’re physically fit.

Don’t watch TV. Most programs are not 
designed to make you a better person, or 
even feel better.

Don’t spend so much. You don’t have to 
buy electronic entertainment equipment 

that far exceeds 
the human sensory 
capability to detect 
the difference.

Do set aside 
differences. Try 
to accept family 
members and friends 
as they are, even 
if they don’t live 
up to all of your 
expectations. Set 
aside grievances until 
a more appropriate 

time for discussion. And be understanding 
if others get upset or distressed when 
something goes awry. Chances are they’re 
feeling the effects of holiday stress and 
depression, too.

Do learn to say no. Saying yes when you 
should say no can leave you feeling resentful 
and overwhelmed. Friends and colleagues 
will understand if you can’t participate in 
every project or activity. If it’s not possible 
to say no when your boss asks you to work 
overtime, try to remove something else from 
your agenda to make up for the lost time. 
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Top left: Santa Claus made a visit to Whispering Oaks in 
Ellendale on Saturday, Dec. 9. Here, Santa asks Aidyn Groth, 
6, of Ellendale what he wants for Christmas. Santa’s visit was 
sponsored by the Ellendale Commercial Club and celebrated 
Christmas in the Country. 

Top right: It was a special Bingo party for the kids at 
Whispering Oaks Apartments in Ellendale on Saturday. The 
Ellendale Commercial Club sponsored Bingo with prizes going 
to all winners. One of the players was Alliah Rosacker, 3, of 
Ellendale.

Right: Santa’s little helper (penned on his outfit) is Collin 
Hullopeter, 8 weeks of Blooming Prairie. He was with 
his mother at a Bingo party sponsored by the Ellendale 
Commercial Club at Whispering Oaks Apartments in Ellendale 
on Saturday. 

Christmas in the Country

SEE STEELE, C3

SEE CONTEST, C3
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Overcoming the holiday blues


