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Come to the Fair!
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Farmers Get Together

Bushels of wheat, yokes of oxen, native cattle, 
tubs of homemade soap, yards of fine linen cloth, 
apples, hand-crafted saddles, sturdy wagons— 
these and much more made up the display at 
Iowa’s early county fairs.

Iowa’s pioneer settlers brought the idea for an 
agricultural fair with them from their former 
homes. Not long after farmers had settled in the 
state, they got together to hold county fairs. It 
was a place to show off the best things that 
people made or raised. Those living on farms or 
in towns brought their finest products, hoping to 
win a top prize.

Makers of farm implements and housewares 
displayed their products at fairs. It was a good 
way to advertise in a time when people seldom 
traveled to shop in town and had no magazines, 
radios, or televisions. Products that won prizes 
were more likely to be purchased.

The county fair provided the best place for 
farm people to learn better farming methods. 
Men and women met to share their knowledge 
and to learn how to raise better cattle and 
im prove crops. Fairs had an im po rtan t 
educational purpose, indeed.

The county fair also provided a chance for 
socializing, entertainment, and relaxation. For 
farm dwellers the fair became an important 
yearly event. The only other major festive 
holiday was the Fourth of July. As the years 
passed, county fairs continued to be important 
educational and social events for rural lowans.

Seven years after Iowa became a state, 
county agricultural leaders met to plan a state 
fair. The result of their meeting was the first state 
fair, a three-day event, held on six acres of land at 
Fairfield in October 1854.
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PROGRAM
For the Clay County Fair and Picnic 

Thursday, Septem ber 17. 1914

8:30  B and M u s ic .........................................................................................................Sp en ce r  B and

8:45 L ec ture  o n  P l o w i n g ..................................................................F.J. S p ru n g ,  M oline , 111.

9:00  Plowing C o n t e s t .............................................................................................................................

9:30  To 11:30 S tock  Judg ing .

10:30 Ball G a m e .................................................................................................Peterson  vs. W ebb

12:00 Barbecue.

1:30 G rand  S tock  Parade.

2:00  B and M u s ic .........................................................................................................S p en ce r  Band

2:30  C h i ld re n ’s G a m e s .......................................................................Mr. C a thcar t .  Y .M .C .A .

Secre ta ry  o f O 'B r ie n  C oun ty

2:30  P latform  P rogram . A ddress o f  W e l c o m e ................................Pres. C h as .  G ilm ore

" O u r  A sso c ia t io n ” ...............................................................W .A . Posey, C o u n ty  Agent

M u s i c .........................................................................................................M eadow  G lee  C lub

A d d r e s s .............................................J. W. C overda le .  S tate L ead e r  o f  C o u n ty  W ork

A d d r e s s ...............................................................................Prof. Paul Taft, A m es  C o llege

M u s i c .........................................................................................................M eadow  G le e  C lub

A d d ress .........................................................................................................H on . D .W . Norris

S o n g ...........C lay  C o .  Im provem ent A s s o c ................ M iss  Stella  G reen 's  School
4:00  Tug o f War.

4 :30  G y m  W o r k .............................................................................................. L incoln  B o y ’s C lub

T he  Sp en ce r  B and will furnish m usic  all day.

A m erry -go-round  has been  eng ag ed  fo r  the ch ildren .

P L O W I N G  C O N T E S T

We w ould  be p leased  to have as m any  as will e n te r  the  p low ing c ontest.  I f  you have a 

good plow and  can  d rive  s tra ight g et in the  contest.  F irst p rize  $ 4 2 .5 0  John D eere  plow. 

Second  prize $10 .00 . T h ird  p rize  $5 .0 0 .

Boys con tes t ,  boys s ix teen  o r  under, first prize  $10.00; seco n d  $5 .0 0 .

STOCK SHOW

N o en trance  fees. Pens furn ished  free. Bring  your goo d  stock . It do es  not need  to be 
registered . Help  out with the  show.

In the hog d ep a rtm en t  an age b o a r  c lass  has b een  a rranged  for. S w eep  stakes fo r  all 

breeds. First $ 7 .5 0 :  seco n d  $5 .0 0 .

If your cattle  are ha lte r  broke we w ould  be p leased  to have them  tied. Pens are 

p repared  for cattle not halter  broke.

B A L L  G A M E

A purse  o f  $ 6 5 .0 0  is offered  the w inners .  P e terson  and  W ebb have been  p lay ing  good 

ball and we expect a hotly  con tes ted  g am e.

BARBECUE

P reparations  a re  be ing  m ade for the b iggest  b arbecue  ever held in nor thw est  Iowa. 

O rders  have been  g iven for the following:

Two roast ox.

150 barrels  o f  coffee .

Two barrels  o f  pick les.

20  boxes  o f  sugar.

Bring your lunch  baskets  w ith  t r im m in g s  and  enjoy  the C o u n ty  picnic  dinner.

Hon. D.W . N o rr is ,  o f  M arsha ll tow n , is an  e d ito r  an d  m anu fac tu re r  and will g ive us a 

spendid  address  on  C o u n ty  Im provem ent work.



The Great State Fair

A midway spinning with rides and 
bustling with people, concession 
stands rich with cotton candy, 
foot-long hot dogs and sno 
cones, huge buildings filled with 
all kinds of displays and exhibits, 
barns alive w ith sleek, well- 
groomed animals— all greet the 
visitor’s eye at the Iowa State Fair.

Each y e a r  h u n d r e d s  of 
thousands of people from all over 
the M idwest  v is i t  the  four  
hundred-acre fairgrounds. Here 
the best of Iowa’s agriculture, 
industry, arts, and entertainment 
come together for the ten-day 
celebration. The fair has been a 
state tradition for over 125 years, 
and has come a long way since 
its simple beginnings.

Iowa’s first fair was in Fairfield 
in October 1854. Six acres of 
land, a 250-foot-long shed, and a 
dirt racetrack hosted the simple 
livestock show of one hundred 
horses,  eleven pigs, and a

handful of grain and implement 
displays. Nearly ten thousand 
l o w a n s  t r a v e l e d  by foo t ,  
horseback, and covered wagon 
to this educational and social 
event. The main and only feature 
of entertainment was a women’s 
riding competition, called female 
equestrianism.

In pioneering times, the fair 
location changed about every 
two years. This allowed farmers 
to visit the fair when it was held in 
their area without having to travel 
for several days and many miles. 
T h i s  a l s o  g a v e  l o c a l  
manufacturers a better chance to 
display their products.

The state fair was strictly an 
agricultural event— a time and 
place for exhibiting and judging 
stock, grain, and other farm 
products. Men and women also

e q u e s tr ia n is m  n. —  a p e rso n  
skilled at riding a horse.

exchanged farming experiences 
during the evening sessions held 
in the  c i ty  hal l  or  chu rch .  
Activities such as gambling were 
discouraged.

By the late 1800s the Iowa 
State Fair began to change. 
Because of better transportation 
made poss ib le  by the new 
r a i l r o a d s  a nd  i n c r e a s e d  
p o p u l a t i o n ,  t he  p l a n n e r s  
believed it was time for the fair to 
have a home.  In 1879 Des 
Moines was chosen as the 
permanent site for the Iowa State 
Fair. Although the main purpose 
o f th e  f a i r  was  s t i l l  t h e  
improvement of agriculture, more 
rec reat iona l  ac t iv i t i es  and 
a m u s e m e n t  f e a tu re s  were 
added— fireworks, bicycle races, 
h o g - c a l l i n g  c o m p e t i t i o n s ,  
f iddl ing contests ,  and even 
locomotive collisions were added 
to the  eve r -expand in g  fa i r  
program.



T h e  P e r m a n e n t  Io w a  S ta te  Fa ir g r o u n d s  a t  D e s  M o in e s  in  1 9 03 .

Despite bad weather, poor 
harvests, and the beginning of 
World War I, this rapid growth 
peaked during the first th irty 
years of the 1900s. Because 
amusement and recreational 
activities were popular, more of 
these fea tu res cam e to the 
f a i r g r o u n d s .  E d u c a t i o n a l  
programs in areas other than 
agriculture became increasingly 
c om m o n ,  but  a g r i c u l t u r a l  
education continued as the most 
important part of the fair. Ten new 
build ings were added to the 
grounds: the new Horticultural, 
Agricultural, and Dairy Building, 
constructed in 1904; the new 
Machinery Hall built in 1911; and 
the new Cattle Barn and Sale

Pavilion in 1920, housing the 
largest livestock show in the 
entire country. This show was so 
huge that in 1925 the Iowa State 
Fai r  and Expos i t ion was 
renamed the Iowa State Fair and 
National Livestock Show.

In 1929 twenty-five thousand 
l o w a n s  p o u r e d  i n t o  t h e  
fa irgrounds for the Diamond 
Jubilee celebration of the state 
fair’s 75th anniversary, setting a 
new record in attendance and 
number of exhibits. Interest in the 
fair continued to reach new 
he igh t s .  So c ia l  c l u bs  and

exposition n.  —  a large display of 
products, industrial and scientific 
equipment, or art.

volunteer groups such as the 
PTA and the Red Cross created 
displays, a new midway was built 
with more rides, and exciting 
musical shows and thrill events 
w e r e  f e a t u r e d .  B u i l d i n g  
construction continued with a 
new poultry building. Machinery 
Hal l  was r e m o d e le d ,  and 
became the Varied Industries 
Build ing. Over five hundred 
people exhibited their products in 
the 111,000 square feet of space.

The jubilee years of the fair 
were brought to a sudden halt as 
World War II gripped the nation in 
the 1940s. Plans for the 1942 fair 
were cancelled, and the fair not 
held again until 1946. During this 
time the grounds were used for 
storing military equipment and 
ammunition.

When the air force trucks 
finally pulled out and the fair 
gates  opened  once aga in ,  
lowans packed the fairgrounds. It 
took time, however, for lowans to 
readjust  to peacet ime,  and 
interest in the fair dropped. In the 
1950s the fair had even greater 
competition. With television in 
the fami ly home and t ravel  
becoming quicker and more 
comfortable, people found other 
ways to spend their spare time. 
But the fa ir carr ied on, still 
emphasizing the importance ofW o m e n ’s  E q u e s t r ia n is m .



agr icul ture and h ighl ight ing 
industry. By the 1960s not only 
lowans, but more people from 
other states and even other 
countries, began to show a new 
interest in the Iowa State Fair.

Today the Iowa State Fair is 
very different from the simple 
livestock show held in Fairfield in 
1854. But even with the many 
changes and improvements, the 
purpose of the fair is still the 
same: the constant improvement 
of agriculture through education 
and the recognition of individual 
achievement.

—Ingrid Aanensen

Over the years the Iowa State Fair has ranked among the best in the nation. Author Phil 
Stong, who grew up in Van Buren County, wrote a novel based on the state fair 
experiences of an Iowa family. Three movies have been made based on State Fair. The 
first, filmed in 1932, used the grounds of the Iowa State Fair for its location. This picture 
shows Will Rogers and Janet Gaynor, who acted the parts of Abel and Margy Frake.

Stone City, by Grant Wood, won first prize at the Iowa State Fair in 1930. The 
fair planners included awards for people with creative artistic ability. 
P ain tings and  d raw ings , h a n dm ade  m u s ica l ins trum en ts , jew e lry, 
photographs, and sculpture created an attractive display for fairgoers each 
year. Many of Iowa’s finest artists won prizes at the state fair, including Grant 
Wood. He won first place in oil painting two years in a row before he received 
national recognition for his painting American Gothic.



Spectators watch as proud owners 
show their beef cattle inside the 
livestock pavilion.

Every year the award-winning livestock are 
paraded in front of the grandstand on the 
last day of the state fair. Here the win
ners of the 1931 fair proudly show  
their animals.

Looking at L ivestock

Inside the swine bam owners use canes to control their Chester White 
hogs while judges look over each animal.



C on tes ts  re lated  to regu la r farm  
work provided both enterta inm ent 

and demonstrations of good skills. 
P lo w in g  c o n te s ts ,  h o g -c a l l in g ,  
horse-pulling, and sheepshearing 

c o m p e t i t io n s  h a v e  a t t r a c te d  
fairgoers over the years.

In the 1920s two professors from 
the Iowa E xp e rim e n t S ta tion  at 
A m e s  d e s ig n e d  a m a c h in e  to  
m e a s u re  th e  p u l l in g  p o w e r o f 
horses. Soon horse-pulling became 
yet another contest at the fair.

The hand-shearing  contest has 
been a major feature of the sheep 
show for many years. O nlookers 
often gather around the ringside four 
a n d  f i v e  d e e p  t o  w a t c h  t h e  
contestants work. Good quality and 
a quick time are both required to be a 
winner.



Inside Agricultural Hall
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Fun at the Fair

Harness racers round the turn at the state fairgrounds.

A good time is sought by all at the Iowa State Fair. In addition to the fine exhibits on display in the many 
buildings, fun and excitement can be found on the midway and at the grandstand. Although early fair 
programs featured farm skill demonstrations, speeches, and sometimes a band concert, it was the old 
sport of horse racing that quickly became a popular event. Speed continued to attract people to the 
grandstand after auto racing began in 1911. The addition of circus performances, wild west shows, 
vaudeville acts, and theatrical events has kept audiences delighted through the years.

An auto race at the 1929 Iowa State Fair. The roller coaster in the background  was torn 
down in 1946.



concession n. —  a small business, 
usually selling food and drink.

When we think of the fair, we usually think of cotton candy, foot-long hot dogs, and all the other good foods we enjoy 
eating there. At the early fairs, most people d idn’t find the food served in the dining hall very tasty. Many people also 
avoided the untidy concession stands, which were only makeshift wooden structures or simple tents with dirt 
floors. Instead fairgoers often brought along a big picnic lunch to eat.

Even tua lly  fa ir  p lanne rs  m ade _____  ___ _______________
r u l e s  r e q u i r i n g  c o n c e s s i o n  
operators to keep their places clean 
a n d  t h e i r  f o o d  t a s t y .
Concessionaires began to construct 
permanent buildings for restaurants.
Sturdy wooden buildings with floors 
and small trailers soon replaced the 
m a k e s h i f t  c o n c e s s i o n  s t a n d s .
These new stands offered all the 
favorite foods, such as watermelon, 
sweet corn on the cob, and freshly- 
squeezed lemonade.

Today fa irgoe rs  can purchase  
these  trea ts  and m any more at 
a lm ost any of the three hundred 
concession stands located on the 
fairgrounds.



In 1916 nearly one thousand 
boys and g irls  entered the 
various 4-H livestock and grain 
competitions— a new feature at 
the Iowa State Fair.

Today many thousands of 
boys and girls across the state 
belong to 4-H clubs. Every year 
each member chooses a project 
designed to improve some area 
of homemaking or farming, such 
as raising a calf, canning fruits 
and vegetables, or raising grain. 
The members work on the ir 
projects throughout the year for 
entry in county fair competitions. 
The projects judged best at 
these coun ty  fa irs  becom e 
entries at the Iowa State Fair.

Each of these 4-H members 
goes to the fair, hoping to return 
with a blue ribbon honoring his or 
her efforts and hard work. But the 
fair does more than provide a 
chance to compete and exhibit 
skills. It is also a time to meet 
new people, exchange ideas, 
and make new friends.

—Ingrid Aanensen



“ I be l ieve in the fu tu re  of 
farming . . is the creed of the 
Future Farmers of America. The 
FFA is made up of high school •& 

students across the nation who 1 
are preparing for careers in S 
ag r icu l tu re .  Each year  the |  
members of Iowa’s FFA compete I  
in livestock, mechanics, meat 5
and q r a in  c o n t e s t s ,  ho ld  i

i1
demonstrations and displays, |  
and s e r v e  as u s h e r s  fo r  s 
grandstand events. 1



The Campground

Most people attending the first 
state fair in Fairfield camped 
during their stay. The town was 
too small to have hotel rooms for 
all who came. Even if rooms had 
been available, most fairgoers 
did not have the money to pay for 
one. Instead, people pitched 
th e ir  te n ts  or pa rked  th e ir  
wagons on the  su rround ing  
prairie lands.

At the end of each day the 
campground seemed to glow in 
the falling dusk, as hungry 
campers cooked dinner over 
ca m p fire s . As dusk  faded ,

dusk n. —  the time of day when 
darkness begins.

people gathered around the fire, 
m a k in g  new  f r ie n d s  and 
exchanging ideas about raising 
liv e s to c k  and g ra in , abo u t 
homemaking, and about events 
of the day.

When Des Moines became 
the permanent fair location, a 
special tree-shaded area east of 
the fairgrounds was set aside for 
campers. Fair planners made 
campground improvements as 
the years passed, including 
concrete floors for tents, running 
water, public restrooms and 
s h o w e r s ,  and  e l e c t r i c i t y .  
Eventually large mobile homes 
and brightly colored nylon tents 
took the place of covered wagons 
and simple canvas shelters.



Ail Manner of M achines

"The fair gives farmers an excellent 
chance to study different types of 
silos. There were practically all types 
on the grounds. "
Wallaces’ Farmer, 1915.

"Tractor manufacturers are finding it 
profitab le  to demonstrate their 
goods at the fair. The average farmer 
wants to be sure before making the 
large investment a tractor calls for." 
Wallaces’ Farmer, 1915.

The inc reas ing  n u m b e r  of 
machinery exhibits caused the 
fair planners to decide on a 
permanent building to replace 
the canvas tents that stood over 
the machinery displays. In 1911 
the new Machinery Hall opened. 
It covered six acres of land. New 
farm machinery, tools, and home 
appl iances fi l led the hall for 
many years. As time passed, the 
building became a showcase for 
all of Iowa industry and it was 
renamed the Varied Industries 
Building in 1936.

In Machinery Hall lowans also 
learned about new technology 
that would eventually affect their 
way of life. From this building the 
first state fair radio broadcast 
was beamed to Iowa homes. 
Later, in 1932, fairgoers watched 
the live broadcast and reception 
of a television program. Two 
years later an alcohol-gasoline 
blend for motor fuel was among 
the  ex h ib i t s .  The  d i s p la y  
demonst ra ted the blend ing 
process and exp la ined how 
alcohol was manufactured from 
corn and other crops.

A F o r d s o n  T r a c t o r  o n  D is p la y  O u t s id e  M a c h in e r y  H a l l , a b o u t  1920.



One S tep  Further . . .
1. What has always been the main purpose of the fairs?

2. What features were most important at the early fairs?

3. As time went by, what features were added? W hat were the reasons for these additions?

4. What do you believe are the important features of the fair now? Give reasons for your choices. 
You and your classmates might disagree about this answer.

5. What products of the future were shown at the 1932 fair?

6. The Iowa State Fair has been called “ Iowa’s showcase.” W hat areas of life in Iowa does the fair 
reflect?

7. Carefully read the Clay County Fair program on page 2. Imagine yourself at that fair and write a 
story telling about your day at the fair, based on the program.
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