
W
ell, the county fair is on,” crowed the Marshall- 
town Times-Republican.“ If you have been feeling 
jitte ry  leave that feeling out on the back forty 

and find reassurance and the happiness that comes 
from that assurance thru the county fair.”

lowans had every reason to  feel jitte ry  early 
in September 1939. The front-page headlines were 

chilling:

Hitlerism M ust Be Destroyed 

Allies Have Lost 14 Ships at Sea 

England Declares W ar on Germany 

Polish Munitions for Western Front 

Russia And Japan Reach Armistice

Still, this didn’t  seem to stop folks from attending 
the Central Iowa Fair. N o r did Monday’s rain— "the 
old bugaboo” of fair week— nor the heat, which siz
zled between 97 and 99 mid-week, forcing principals 

to let schools out at noon.
A rthu r Rothstein.a Farm Security Administration 

employee, was assigned by the federal government 
to  photograph rural America in the 1930s. Sometime 
during fair week in Marshalltown, he documented 
this near-sacred midwestern tradition by shooting 
candid scenes of fair-goers, the women in flowered 
dresses, the men in white shirts and ties.

Occasionally in the photos here, you’ll spot an 
individual— a tall ticket-taker or a dark-haired man 
on a bench— who is staring right at Rothstein’s cam
era, and thus at us, some 70 years in the future.

But most of the people at the 1939 fair seem 
oblivious to  the photographer, the heat, and the war 
simmering in the local headlines.

—  Ginalie Swaim, editor
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A s  t h e  n e w s p a p e r  s a id , f a r m  k id s  “ s c r u b b e d ,b r u s h e d  a n d  p a m 

p e r e d ”  t h e  l iv e s to c k  th e y  ra is e d , th e n  s h o w e d  t h e m  p r o u d ly  

a t  t h e  fa ir ,  h o p in g  t o  im p re s s  t h e  ju d g e s  a n d  w in  a w a rd s . T h e n  

t h e  k id s  h a d  o n e  m o r e  c h a n c e  t o  s h o w  o f f  t h e i r  l iv e s to c k — in  

t h e  a u c t io n  r in g , w h e r e  th e  a n im a ls  w e r e  s o ld  t o  t h e  h ig h e s t  

b id d e rs  a n d  e v e n tu a l ly  s e n t  t o  t h e  s la u g h te r h o u s e .
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L ik e  a ll fa irs ,  th is  o n e  w a s  a b o u t  in n o v a t io n  a n d  c o m m e r c e  as w e ll  as e n t e r 

t a in m e n t .  A b o v e :  A  s a le s m a n  e x p la in s  t h e  m e r i t s  o f  a  s e l f - fe e d e r  f o r  h o g s , 

f r e e in g  u p  t h e  f a r m e r  f r o m  t h e  d a ily  c h o r e  o f  lu g g in g  b u c k e ts  o f  fe e d  t o  t h e  

h o g  t r o u g h s .

L e f t :  F a r m  w o m e n  r e a d  u p  o n  r u r a l  e le c t r i f ic a t io n .  O n  t h e  s a m e  d a y  t h a t  

t h e  f a i r  s t a r t e d ,  t h e  lo c a l p a p e r  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  7 ,0 0 0  m o r e  m ile s  o f  e l e c t r i c 

i ty  lin e s  w e r e  t o  b e  c o n s t r u c te d  in  r u r a l  Io w a ,  b r in g in g  e le c t r ic i t y  t o  6 0 ,0 0 0  

m o r e  f a r m  fa m il ie s .  F a r m  w o m e n  w o u ld  b e n e f i t  m o r e  th a n  m a le  f a r m e r s  

f r o m  th is  n e w  s o u rc e  o f  p o w e r .
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A b o v e :  W e l l ,  s o m e  d a d s  w i l l  p o p  f o r  t h e  d im e  t i c k e t  t o  t a k e  

t h e i r  c u r io u s  so n s  in t o  a  s id e s h o w  o f  g o r i l la s ,  g ra v e  r o b b e r s ,  

a n d  o t h e r  s c a ry  c r e a t u r e s — w h i le  s o m e  d a d s  ( p h o t o  o n  r ig h t )  

ju s t  s t e e r  t h e i r  so n s  r ig h t  p a s t  i t .

L e f t :  C ig a r e t t e  in  m o u t h  a n d  t ie  f ly in g , a  fe l lo w  t r ie s  h is  s k ills  

w it h  a  b a s e b a ll .

T h e  M a r s h a l l t o w n  n e w s p a p e r  a d v e r t is e d  t h e  1 9 3 9  “ G l i t t e r 

in g  M id w a y ”  as “ s t r e a m l in e d ”  a n d  “ t h e  lik e  o f  w h ic h  y o u  h a v e  

n e v e r  s e e n  . . .  R id e s , S l id e s ,T h r i l ls ,  S h o w s .”  P e rh a p s  t h e  m id 

w a y  g l i t t e r e d  a t  n ig h t ,  b u t  A r t h u r  R o th s te in  p h o to g r a p h e d  

i t  d u r in g  t h e  d ay , w h e n  t h e  s t r e e ts  w e r e  d u s ty  a n d  o n ly  l i t t l e  

b o ys  s e e m e d  t h r i l l e d  w i t h  t h e  s h o w s .
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S e v e ra l  fe llo w s  s i t t in g  in  t h e  s h a d e  s e e m  

o b liv io u s  to  th e  s ign  a b o v e .
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