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A  C h a u ta u q u a  S u m m e r

E. EINAR KRON
Memories of that summer when I worked as a property man or 
"tent man" for a Chautauqua circuit in the Middle West are 
now very faint. It was in the year 1918, when I was 17 years old. 
It was a special summer in many ways, a period of time when 
I learned a great deal from personal experience.

I might explain that there were a number of Chautauqua 
circuits in those days that traveled from town to town and 
presented programs in tents. The one I worked for was 
Travers-Wick, with headquarters in Des Moines, Iowa. In those 
days arrangements were made in a city or town or village for 
Chautauqua to come for a period of five, six, or seven days. The 
name, of course, was taken from Chautauqua Institution on 
Chautauqua Lake in western New York near Jamestown. The 
name was used by all the traveling circuits that flourished at 
that time. There were usually two programs each day, one in 
the afternoon and one in the evening, with the same people 
putting on the two programs, but with different talent each 
day. The most frequent type of presentation was a musical 
event for half an hour or 45 minutes, followed by a talk or 
speech by some prominent person. The musical part of the 
program sometimes was a soloist, instrumental or vocal, some­
times a quartet, sometimes a number of players of musical 
instruments. Often on the last day a small orchestra or band 
presented the entire program.

I cannot tell you the size of the tent, but it had two tall center 
poles. W hen it came to the setting up of the tent, I had the help 
of a number of boys in the community, but there was also a 
man hired by Travers-Wick, who came and supervised the 
putting up of the tent. We had to hoist up the poles and anchor 
them with stakes, which required the pounding in of several 
stakes with sledgehammers. Then we had to unroll the canvas
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an d  "sew  it to g e th e r"  w ith  ropes, th e n  ho ist it u p  th e  poles. 
N ext, sho rt po les h a d  to  be p laced  all a ro u n d  an d  a cu rta in -type  
canvas fastened  all a ro u n d  the  ten t. Finally, the  p latfo rm  h a d  to 
be set u p  an d  the  chairs a rran g ed  in  row s. The boys th a t h e lp ed  
w ere g iven "seaso n  ticke ts ,"  good  for all th e  p rogram s. Before 
the p rogram s began , season  tickets h a d  been  sen t to the  local 
com m ittee an d  sold  befo rehand . I do  n o t recall the  price of the  
season  tickets b u t the  cost w as less th a n  if one pa id  for each 
perform ance.

A m ong m y du ties  w ere  p u n ch in g  the  season  tickets an d  
selling tickets for each p rogram . W hen  the  ten t w as set u p , the  
lighting system  h a d  to  be insta lled . W iring w ith  bu lbs a ttached  
w as s tru n g  be tw een  the  poles, a ro u n d  the  ten t, a n d  above the 
platform . Each day  w h en  th e  baggage arrived  it w as m y d u ty  to 
p u t it in  the d ressing  room . Each n ig h t after the  perfo rm ance, 
even  th o u g h  th e  w ea th er w as clear, the  p iano  h a d  to  be m oved  
to the  cen ter of the  p latfo rm  a n d  covered . I h a d  to  see th a t there  
w as a p itcher of w ater a n d  a glass for th e  speaker. A m ong  o ther 
du ties, the  side w alls of the  ten t h a d  to  be p u t u p  every  n ig h t 
and  fastened  well a t the  top  a n d  bo ttom . The p latfo rm  an d  
g rounds h ad  to be k ep t clean, so p a p e r  an d  litter h a d  to  be
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picked  u p  every  day. The day  after the  last p rog ram  the  ten t 
h a d  to be taken  d o w n  a n d  w ith  the  chairs an d  o ther m aterial 
loaded  on  d ray  w agons a n d  b ro u g h t to the  railroad station, and  
there  loaded  o n  an  em p ty  fre ight car th a t h a d  been  secured 
befo rehand .

The com pan y  also h ired  p latfo rm  m anagers  w h o  w ere in 
charge of o th e r  details. They in tro d u ced  all the  speakers and  
th e  g ro u p s  o r ind iv iduals  w h o  p layed  or sang  an d  also a r­
ran g ed  for the ir lodg ing  a n d  tran spo rta tion . Speaking  of lodg­
ing, there  w as a sm all p u p  ten t erected  near the  big tent. After 
m y first w eek  in  a com m unity  in  Iow a, I pu rch ased  a cot in 
M ankato , M inneso ta , an d  so d id  n o t have  to p ay  for lodging  in 
h om es o r hotels. A s I rem em ber it, I received $17 a w eek  and  
railroad  fare. I m igh t ad d  th a t m y  o lder b ro th e r  L u ther w as a 
p latfo rm  m anager th a t  sam e su m m er for Travers-W ick, b u t as 
it h a p p e n e d  w e w ere  never in the  sam e com m unity  or even 
nea r  one  ano ther.

In  som e C h au tau q u a  circuits m eetings  for ch ildren  w ere held  
on  the  m orn ings th a t  the  C h au tau q u a  w as in  tow n. The person  
in  charge w o u ld  talk to the  ch ildren , tell th em  stories, have 
d ram atiza tions, a n d  p lay  gam es. As a boy  I a tten d ed  som e of
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these m orn ing  p rogram s w h e n  the  C h au tau q u a  cam e to 
D ayton, Iow a, w h ere  w e lived. A m ong  o th er th in g s there  w as 
a p rogram  abou t Ind ians, a n d  w e w ere  tau g h t an  In d ian  yell, 
w hich  I still rem em ber.

M y first a ssignm en t as a p ro p erty  m an  w as in  a sm all to w n  
in so u th easte rn  Iow a called Keswick. As I rem em ber it, I h a d  to 
change tra ins th ree  tim es, an d  I d id  n o t m ake the  last connec­
tion, e ither because the  tra in  I w as on  w as late, or the  tra in  
schedule  h a d  been  changed . I s tayed  in  a ho te l in  C edar R apids 
overn ight. So w h e n  I arrived  at m y d es tin a tio n  I fo u n d  th a t the  
ten t h ad  been  p u t u p  already , no  d o u b t the  day  before, an d  
they  w ere h av ing  the  o p en in g  p ro g ram  th a t a fternoon . The 
p latform  m anager w as th ere  a n d  in  charge. H e exp la ined  to  m e 
w h a t m y du ties  w ere. I found  a room  in  a p riva te  hom e, as 
there  w as no  ho tel there . I h a d n 't  b o u g h t m y  cot yet.

So d u rin g  th a t w eek  I carried  o u t m y daily  du tie s  a n d  faced 
the  p roblem  of tak ing  d o w n  the  ten t after th e  last perfo rm ance. 
It w as n o t an  easy  task , b u t I h a d  help , a n d  h av ing  secu red  a 
d raym an , h a d  the  ten t an d  o th e r eq u ip m en t h au led  to  the  
railroad station , w h ere  I h a d  secu red  an  em p ty  fre igh t car in  
w hich  every th ing  w as p laced . T hen  it w as sealed  for its 
destina tion  by the  s ta tion  agen t a n d  w as o n  its w ay  w h e n  the  
next fre ight tra in  cam e th ro u g h . I m igh t m en tio n  th a t it w as a 
ho rse -d raw n  d ray  th a t w as u sed . T hen  I p u rch a se d  m y  ticket 
for the  tra in  ride to  the  next location.

I canno t recall the  nam e of th e  nex t location, b u t it w as a 
sm all tow n  in  so u th eas te rn  M inneso ta , an d  the  fo llow ing place 
w as M innesota  Lake, M inneso ta , w h ich  is ab o u t 25 m iles so u th  
of M ankato. P erhaps the  m ost difficult task  w as seeing  th a t the  
freight car th a t carried  th e  ten t go t to  its d estin a tio n  o n  tim e. 
This m ean t s topp ing  at every  ju n c tio n  p o in t an d  checking  to 
m ake sure  th a t the  fre ight car w ith  th a t n u m b er h a d  gone 
th rough . The period  of tim e b e tw een  tw o  locations varied  from  
one to four or five days, d e p e n d in g  u p o n  the  d istance. I m igh t 
m en tion  th a t the  m ost difficult junction  p o in t w as a t th e  Tw in 
Cities in  M innesota, w h ich  I v isited  several tim es th a t sum m er. 
The railroad yards w ere  halfw ay b e tw een  th e  tw o  cities, an d  I

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol46/iss1



[34]

h a d  to  go by  s tree tcar to  ge t th ere  a n d  check on  the  location of 
th e  fre igh t car. I sp e n t several n ig h ts  in  ho tels in  M inneapolis.

M ention  sh o u ld  be m ade  of the  fact th a t Travers-W ick had  
tw o  sets of p rog ram s, w ith  d ifferen t ta len t in  each, one a 
five-day circuit, a n d  th e  o th e r a seven-day  circuit. I w as w ith  
th e  five-day circuit in  five com m unities a n d  w ith  the  seven-day  
in  four. The first w eek  in  July, I w as in  A urora, S outh  D akota, 
th e n  back to M inneso ta  for the  res t of the  m o n th  in  Lester 
Prairie, H o w ard  Lake, a n d  Spring  G rove. A fter th a t I w as in 
T rum bull, N ebraska , an d  closed the  season  at C rom w ell, Iowa.

T here w ere  tw o  special experiences th a t I recall w ell, bo th  of 
th em  in  M inneso ta. O ne w as w h e n  the  schedu le  requ ired  tha t 
I be  a t the  nex t a ssig n m en t the  fo llow ing day. The last p rogram  
in  L ester Prairie w as on  July 16, a n d  the  first in  H ow ard  Lake 
o n  July 17. It w as a d istance of from  12 to  15 m iles. As soon  as 
th e  even ing  p rog ram  w as over, the  te n t h a d  to  be taken  dow n, 
th en  the  ten t an d  eq u ip m en t p iled  in to  tw o d rays, hau led  by 
n ig h t to  the  next place, a n d  set u p  in  the  m orn ing  in  tim e for 
the  a fte rn o o n  p rogram . It w as a hectic ru sh , a n d  it h ad  to  be 
do n e  by  lan te rn  ligh t in  L ester Prairie. F o rtunate ly  I w as able to 
ge t a d ray m an  w h o  w as w illing to  w ork  at n ig h t a n d  h au l all the 
m ateria l from  one com m un ity  to the  next. W hat a ru sh  to  get 
th a t te n t u p  a n d  every th ing  read y  by  tw o  o 'clock in  the 
afte rnoon , w h e n  th e  first p rog ram  w as held . O f course there  
w as no  sleep  th a t n igh t.

The o th e r special experience w as m ore u n u su a l. It took place 
in  a com m unity  in  M inneso ta  w h ere  C h au tau q u a  w as sched­
u led  to  be held . I a rrived  th e  day  before the  w eek  of p rogram s 
a n d  fo u n d  th a t the  fre igh t car h a d  arrived. W hen  I inqu ired  at 
the  railroad  s ta tion  w h ere  I could  get in fo rm ation  abou t C hau ­
tau q u a , I w as d irec ted  to  a ban k  in  the  com m unity . W hen  I 
reached  th ere  an d  asked , I w as told: “W e're  n o t hav ing  any 
C h au tau q u a  here  th is  sum m er. W e w ro te  to  headquarte rs  
som e tim e ago a n d  to ld  them . O ver th ere  on  th a t table you 'll 
find  all the  advertis ing  a n d  the  tickets. N o t a single one has 
b een  so ld ."  I m igh t a d d  he re  th a t I fo u n d  o u t the  reason  w hy  
th ey  canceled. The com m un ity  consisted  a lm ost entirely  of 
peop le  from  G erm any  or of G erm an  descen t. T hat sum m er w ar 
w as rag ing  in  E urope w ith  th e  U n ited  S tates figh ting  against
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G erm any. The peop le  of th a t com m unity  w ere  su re  th a t m uch  
of the  C h au tau q u a  p rog ram  w o u ld  be abou t th e  w ar; th a t they  
w ou ld  h ear b itte r denunc ia tions  of the  G erm ans an d  o th er 
th ings th a t they  d id  n o t w a n t to hear.

As it h a p p e n ed , I h a d  fo u n d  o u t a t the  last place I h a d  been  
th a t the  m anager of the  C h au tau q u a , one of the  ow ners , M r. 
N ew ton , w as to be a t a com m unity  nea rby  th a t w eek. So I 
found  a te lephone  an d  called h im  to explain  th e  s itua tion  an d  
inqu ire  w h a t I sh o u ld  do  u n d e r  the  circum stances. The answ er 
he gave m e w as: "G o ahead! W e will h o ld  the  p ro g ram s as 
u sual w ith o u t local co opera tion ."  So there  w as n o th in g  to  do  
except go ahead .

O n  inqu iring  at the  bank , I fo u n d  a m an  w h o  w as w illing  to 
assist m e in  securing  a place to p itch  th e  ten t. H e to ld  m e of a 
g rassy  area beside  the  local schoo lhouse , w h ere  it h a d  been  
p lan n ed  to o p en  a stree t, b u t as y e t it h a d  n o t been  done . So at 
the  city hall I secu red  perm ission  to  erect th e  te n t there . A 
d raym an  w as fo u n d  an d  soon the  ten t a n d  o th er m ateria ls w ere  
h au led  to the  site. A s m en tio n ed  earlier, a m an  w as sen t by  the  
com pany  to be on  h a n d  a n d  help  m e p u t u p  the  ten t. H e h ad  
alw ays com e a n d  taken  charge of th is  task  a t each  location. But 
w h en  I w en t to  the  p o s t office to inqu ire  ab o u t m ail, I fo u n d  a 
com m unication  from  h im  telling m e he  w o u ld  be unab le  to  get 
to the  tow n  w h ere  I w as. So there  I w as left to  do  it all by 
m yself. I canno t rem em ber if the  p latfo rm  m an ag er cam e th a t 
day, b u t it seem s to  m e he d id  n o t arrive un til th e  nex t day.

A nyw ay, w ord  h a d  g o tten  a ro u n d , a n d  as th e  d ray m an  w as 
un load ing , a few  local boys sh o w ed  u p  a n d  w ere  p u t to w ork. 
Later a few  m ore cam e, so it w as n o t long  before  th e  ten t w as 
up . I do  n o t rem em ber for su re , b u t it seem s to  m e th a t w e 
fin ished  the  job th e  nex t m orn ing  in  tim e for the  o p en in g  
p rogram  in the  afternoon . I w e n t to  the  local b an k  a n d  picked  
u p  the  tickets, an d  on  the  first day  a n d  also on  the  second  I sold  
a n u m b er of season  tickets. But w ith o u t any  advance  publicity  
an d  advertising , an d  since the  w o rd  h a d  g o tten  a ro u n d  th a t 
there  w ou ld  be no  C h au tau q u a  th a t sum m er, the  n u m b er 
a tten d in g  the  p rog ram s w as pitifu lly  sm all. A lso, for the  sam e 
reason  th a t C h au tau q u a  w as canceled, m an y  w h o  h a d  a t­
ten d ed  o th er sum m ers d id  n o t do  so th a t year. I cou ld  n o t give
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any  exact figures, b u t th ere  w ere  less th an  a h u n d re d , p erhaps 
on ly  th ree  or fou r score a tte n d in g  the  daily  p rogram s. So tha t 
w as an  u n u su a l w eek.

It w as a n  in te resting , enjoyable, a n d  educational sum m er. 
A s m en tio n ed  earlier, I lea rn ed  a g rea t deal from  the  experi­
ences. M any w ere  in  th e  n a tu re  of “ first tim e in  m y life" 
experiences, as I w as on  m y ow n  for the  first tim e an d  h ad  to 
m ake m an y  decisions in  m atte rs  I h a d  n o t en co u n te red  before. 
I look back u p o n  th a t su m m er as a tim e of m atu ring , of grow ing  
u p , as it gave m e o p p o rtu n itie s  I h a d  n ever h a d  before and  
b ro u g h t m e in  contact w ith  a g rea t m any  peop le  an d  m any 
h e lp fu l s itua tions. I am  g lad  th a t I could  sp e n d  the  sum m er 
w h e n  I w as 17 as a p ro p e rty  m an  for C hau tauqua.
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