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Chrig Casey and daughter Katie view a letter from Santa Claus sent via computer.

... and Receiving
Santa Hits the Information Highway

By Robert O'Harrow Jr.
Washington Post Satl Writer

ust after dinner one night, Sarah Susalis

and her family put on Christmas music,

decorated their eight-foot plastic spruce
and excitedly gathered around a glowing
computer screen to send an electronic
message to Santa Claus.

Within minutes, 7-year-old Sarah was
connected to the North Pole, “I would like a
Barbie Bath,” she wrote, “a baby doll in a
walker, a stroller, a baby bed, some books
with book marks, 2 teddy bears, a Jurrasic
park poster, and a ring. I love you very
much.”

Santa's electronic reply flashed back,
assuring Sarah, her sister and two brothers

that he would visit their Alexandria home on
‘Christmas Eve—so long as they were
tucked away in bed when he arrived. “Merry
Christmas, Sarah!" he wrote. “I am looking
forward to coming to your home this year!
The toys you want sound great, and I'm
happy to see that you are reading!”

So goes Christmas in the computer age.
The Jolly One has taken to the information
highways, joining millions of others
communicating around the world on
hundreds of linked networks.

Several nonprofit groups—including
digitaNATION in Alexandria and the
Internet Multicasting Service in the
District—have created on-line addresses for
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The response to the Casey family's electronic letter to Santa Claus
appeared this way on Chris Casey's laptop computer scroen.

Letters to Santa Claus
Find Place in Cyberspace
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Santa and have workers who help
the Big Guy reply to electronic let-
ters from around the world. In just
one week, the local groups re-
‘sponded to more than 4,000 letters
from Sweden, Germany, Israel,
Australia and the United States,
Kids aren’t the only ones making
appeals to Cyber-Santas. College
students facing midterms are ask-

anywhere in the United States. A
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like Santa to send a letter to a spe-
ci.allittleboynmmd'l)uncan."one
writer said. “His only wish for
Christmas is to be able to lose

Mus.). used his laptop to help his
_a-yea:-old daughter, Katie, type an
for a doctor's bag, a puzzle
and an “Aladdin” doll.
~"Before they signed off for the
night, Katie received a message
that she had made Santa’s “good
Jist” and could count on him to stop
by her Prince William County home.
~_¥In [Santa’s] reply, he said, ‘I've
checked my list, and you and your
mommy and daddy and brother are
‘o’ the good list. But of course, |
have only so much room in my
sleigh,” " her father recalled. “Santa
did a good job in not making a prom-
MMommyamilwon’tbeabiem

Same are concerned because,
obviously, a computer Santa is not
an_equal opportunity kind of guy.
Children without home computers
or access to their parents' laptops
have only the old-fashioned way of
- *[t's going to be a critical issue,”
Casey said. “If everybody doesn’t
fave access to computers, you're
going to end up with information
haves and have-nots.”

Local volunteers who help an-
swer the letters to on-line ad-
dresses such as Santa@-
north.pole.org say they expect to
receive more than 10,000 before
Christmas Day. More than 20 mil-
lion people around the world have
access to Santa this year through
the Internet, a global collection of
interconnected computer networks.

“You can communicate around
the globe right now, and what bet-
ter way to communicate than with
Santa at the North Pole,” said Jef-
frey Guide, who is helping with the
Santa project from his job as sys-
tems operator for Delphi Internet
Services, a commercial computer
network.

“The whole way that we receive
mail, that we communicate with all
of our friends and family, is chang-
ing,” said Bruce Waldack, president
of digitaINATION, which will fax
children’s wish lists to their parents
between now and Christmas Eve.
“That was the whole idea of what
we are doing, to bring Santa into
the digital age.”

Most letters come from children.
A 4-year-old named Lexi assured
Santa that she deserved some gifts,
but added, “Please bring me the
things | asked you for at the mall,
since | don't remember my list
now.” Jonathan Darlin, a 3-year-old
from Knoxville, Tenn., had nearly a
dozen quite specific gift sugges-
tions: “I want a Troll, mousetrap, a
dog food thing, a sticker . . . a big
red toy pickup truck, and 1 want a
tin gun. | say thank you."

The grownups offer thank yous,
too, although their entreaties seem
more in keeping with holiday spirit
than seriousness.

Army Pfc, Donald Morash sent a
brief note from his posting in So-
malia. “I would like a ... ticket
from Somalia to anywhere in the
continental U.S, . . . that's all,” Mo-
rash wrote. “Make that one-way!”
And from Millsaps College, near
Jackson, Miss., security officer
Donald F. Sullivan insisted to Santa
that he would be thrifty if he got §1
million for Christmas. “l will not
spend it all at one time,” he said in
his electronic letter. “Let me know
soon if my chances are good.”

Santa hasn't answered vet, but
Sullivan is holding out hope. “It's
still early yet,” he said. “I'm going
to give him a while.”




