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A GRAND TRADITION

Fact and Fancy About the Rutland Fair
1846-1953

by Theopholus Flood

It wasn’t such a bad day, a might chilly, but clear, when I caught a ride in Judge
Burt's fancy buggy to my first Fair —my first fair in Rutland County, that is. Up to
that time I’d been to all the Fairs and Spectacles there was, so this ‘un was new to me.

It was new to the county too, that September of 1846 (yep, that long ago, for I
have a reasonable number of vears on me). Y’see, a bunch of fellers like Fred Button
from Clarendon and Bill Farnum and J. C. Thrall of Rutland proper, had got together
and formed what they called “The Rutland County Agricultural Society.” They put
out that it cost two government dollars to join and had the advantage of getting a
man out of the house at times when stayin’ home could get too close, if you get my
meanin’,

Anyway, these fellers and others like Rich Hock from Brandon, Dan Crofoot of
Benson, Gideon Tabor of Mt. Tabor and Ben Maxham of Sherburne all got this thing
going, mainly to put on a Fair. Now, this Fair was set up so that all the farmers
and useful citizens (a category my neighbors have found no cause to put me in) in
the County could show off their abilities as to farmin’, inventin’, cookin’ or buildin’
contraptions.

They made old Fred Button the President and he put on a pretty good show. Of
course, most of it was animals and vegetables and such but, after all, Vermont was
feedin’ New England at the time and this just showed that Rutland County was doin’
its share. Mr. H. T. White, who was the Fair’s Clerk, counted over 17 types of awards;
anywhere from field crops to working oxen to Saxony Sheep. The wives had all got
together, making the best bird pies an’ berry tarts, which I naturally partook of
generously.

They had this first Fair in Castleton and a great lot of people showed up to eat
and drink and watch the Award Committee pass out the prizes. Then we all got to
listen to an upliftin’ speech by Professor Middleton Goldsmith of the Castleton
Medical College.

When the sun was going down, everyone started to drift away; kids sleepin’ on
their father’s shoulder and I caught the Judge just leading his grays out onto the turn-
pike. On the way back to Rutland it rained the blue dickens. ‘Course that is Ver-
mont, but everyone cussed it just the same. That was the first day of Rutland Fair
and since I have a peculiar way of seein’ (and livin’) into the future, I knew there
was going to be some great times to come.
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And I was right. The Society decided if one day was a good thing, they should
expand to two days. The Fair itself was plunked down in any part of the County
that’d have it. They added shade trees to the previous exhibits along with horses and
the maple sugar (the Abenaki Indians taught us how to make it) and poultry. One
year they added on plowin’ contests.

Then, around 1852, (a feller named Frederick Holbrook was President of the Society
then) they began to move to Rutland City. By 1860, the Society had gotten hold of
land south of downtown Rutland (as I recollect the Chaffee family were principal
owners of this land) solely for the purpose of putting on a Fair. A particular item
was put into the leasing of this land, to wit (as the lawyers —which Rutland always
had a great lot of —say) that a Fair must be held every year or the land goes back
to the heirs of the original owners. This innocent little part of the lease was to make
a lot of people over the years move “heaven and earth” to keep the Fair goin’. Fact
is, one Fair officer was heard to say, “We’ll have a Fair, by God, even if we only
have one pumpkin to show.”

I want to say right here that I was in “faithful attendance” at the Fair, as the good
women of Rutland’s Anti-Slang Association would put it. Sometimes I’d do a little
work, like cleanin’ up the horse droppin’s during those plowin’ contests, or repairin’
stock pens and the like. One year (‘twas 1858 or so) I had me a walnut shell game
for the enlightenment of some of these farmers. I provided a jug or two of good
hard cider and free cigarros for the winners. Well, we were perking along pretty good
(for about two hours) when them fellers from the Society caught wind of this and
made me shut down. In any case, I never missed a Fair.

But comin’ into the 1860’s, folks in Vermont and the U.S.A. had other things on
their minds. Like the Civil War. A lot of Vermonters went down south for this fight
and everybody was proud of them. ‘Course a lot didn’t go and some that went didn’t
like what they saw and left. We called them “skedaddlers.” Yep, we had our share
of skedaddlers and copperheads but most everybody in Rutland was behind Father
Abraham and the “Union Forever.”

At the Fair, we were gettin’ bigger with more produce and animals being shown,
and more people comin’. (You notice how I stuck that “we” in there —fact is, [ wasn’t
one of those fellers that started the whole shebang even though I was there from the
beginnin’.) Why, one year I sold fried cakes but they put me down-wind of the pig
pens, and what with a most peculiarly hot Fair week that year (about 1862), I didn’t
make much money. But there I go ramblin’ on.

Rutland Fair was still being’ held at the end of September and, as I mentioned
before, it was firmly set in Rutland City by now. The weather always did what it
does in Vermont —change. One day we’d be freezin’, the next too hot to breathe and
the next, it’d rain and there would be sheep judgin’ in the mud. This kind of weather
didn’t do much for the ladies’ pies and flowers but they kept their tempers, not bein’
as outspoken in 1863 as they became in years ahead.

The Rutland Fire Department would parade and they were a wondrous sight with
their red sashes, white gloves and brass fire trumpets.

Now there was one thingamajig that took my fancy as I was looking at the latest
wonders in Mechanics Hall on the Fairgrounds. The Award Committee had given
it first prize. It was embellished with the title of Universal Clothes Wringer and the
drummer there said that at the 1862 London Exposition, this marvelous contraption
had wrung out 24 thicknesses of carpeting. I let the drummer know that was right
smart wringin’ and went on my way.

But the Fair thrived, at least when it came to agricultural products. Floral Hall
never looked more beautiful, There was a self-rocking cradle. John Ketchum brought
in 150 varieties of apples with such names as New England Beauties, Bailey’s Spice,

15



Baldwins, Maiden’s Blush and Seek-No-Further. On display was a peck of white
tomatoes. Someone had a squash weighing 152 pounds. Someone else had invented
a goat-driven butter churn. No wonder from Afghanistan to Hong Kong, they called
it Yankee Ingenuity.

Here’s what the Rutland Herald had to say in 1863 (after complimenting the Society
for the fine agricultural show).

“. .. not one side show! Citizens of Rutland have got up a quiet, rational exhibi-
tion of their industrial products without the aid of foreign buffoons and baboons. . .”
“ ‘Ceptin’ those that were home grown,” someone said, but I lay no claim to sayin’
things like that.

Folks elsewhere in the state seein’ Rutland County havin’ such a great success with
our Fair, elected to have a “State Fair” in Rutland. This was in 1873 and there was
aterrible hoo-raw about it. Y’see the “State Fair” was coming in about a week before
our own. ‘Course when Rutland Fair finally got started, there wasn’t much atten-
dance, folks were just “faired” out. But we had some pretty good times anyway. A
fine trotter named Kitty Thorn won the County Purse. The Sherman Cornet Band
of Winooski entertained us. Showing some first class stock were Jess Billings with
a powerful boar, John Mead and his Merino Sheep; A. S. and J. W. Cramton won
the cattle premiums. Mrs. Lola Johnson displayed 100 pieces of “female handiwork”
and Mr. Edwin Congdon of Clarendon won a blue ribbon with his fine blooded mare.

Wal, our noses got a little out of joint with that 23rd Annual Exhibition of the
Vermont State Agricultural Society and Wool Growers Association (after all, they
had 3500 people go to it). I kinda snuck into this one myself, feelin’ a little disloyal,
but you know me, I can’t resist a Fair. Why, they even had the Rev. W. H. H. Murray
speakin’ about youth leavin’ the agricultural scenes of Vermont. He was a natural
stemwinder and worth standin’ in the sun for.

That was some year — 1876 —the 100th birthday of America—every time you turned
around some dang fool was settin’ off fireworks. I guess I shouldn’t complain. Ver-
mont had survived and along with it the whole U.S. for nigh onto 100 years, even
in spite of our own best efforts to do ourselves in. Qur own poet laureate, Julia
Caroline Ripley Dorr, contributed a poem extolling the virtues of a doormat. Oh,
it was an exciting year. Qut West, Gen. George Armstrong Custer managed to get
himself and his men massacred at the Little Big Horn; the Dalton Boys pulled the
last great day-time bank robbery on horseback at Northfield, Minn. and, in Rutland,
the Young Ladies Anti-Slang Association met for a brief time. (I understand they
got hollerin’ at each other.)

But Rutland Fair stuck with harness racing as its big attraction. Improvers of the
breed mourned the death of the famous trotter “Ethan Allen” who had been foaled
right here in Vermont. George Fox of Rutland took a first prize with his crop of
tobacco.

By 1883 with Congress resounding in battle for the Great Whiskey Fight (you’d
better look that up yourself, just readin’ about it makes a body thirsty), and Denman
Thompson appearin’ as Uncle Josh Whitcomb at the Opera House, our Fair opened
on a very cold day. But attendance was good and we had a Bicycle Race as part of
the festivities. We had a whopper of a speaker - State Senator Grant— who told the
gaping crowd that agriculturalists can grow potatoes and that he was agin Nihilism,
Communism and Socialism. He said the best fertilizer for Vermont was brains. This
last remark put me in a brown study and, while sharin’ a whiskey bottle behind
Mechanics Hall, some one said if brains was fertilizer, corn’s goin’ to be in short
supply. That led to words and what with one thing or another, we had a little fight
and tore off half the back of the Hall.
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We also had a stock parade in front of the Grandstand led by Hatch’s Military Band.

By the time the 1880’s arrived, things were really hummin’ around Rutland. The
W. C. T. U. (you don’t need to spell that out, Jethro) elected Mrs. A. S. Adams
as president. These good folk got up enough money to send one man to the Keeley
Institute to take the cure. A rumor got started they was lookin’ fer me, but there
was no truth to it.

In 1893, the Fair was held for three days at the beginning of October and we were
startin’ to get some real shows. For instance, they got all the stock together and had
a Grand Cavalcade, front and reared by the Howe Scale Band and Crossman Drum
Corps. Now, when folks saw all those oxen and horses and Holsteins and the like
all lined up, nothin’ would do but they had to get in (horn in, y’might say) on the
act. So they all got dressed up in costumes —devils and pirates and milkmaids and
tin soldiers — and paraded around with all the cows. It was a dandy show.

That’s not all —there was Broncho Charlie who bedazzled the crowd with his fan-
cy ropin’ and ridin’. Charlie laid claim to have rode with Buffalo Bill Cody and his
Wild West Show. And we had a balloon ascension; Mr. Venderveer who lived on
Woodstock Ave. when he wasn’t ridin® high in a balloon. But the one I liked to watch

The above cut represents the 75 portable steps that Prof. Wright rides down on his
“D. & H.” Bicycle. He also rides up 25 steps. To erect these portable steps it requires:

1,056 feet of 2= X 2= joist 298 screws

767 feet of 1 X 3 strips 3,000 4-inch wire nails

425 feet of 1 x 9 boards 3 gallons of paint

237 feet of 1-8 x 1 band iron Height, 41 ft. 3 in. from ground
672 bolts Width of step 4 ft. 4 in.

400 feet of rope Total cost of construction, $106.05

Open for engagements. Write for terms.
Prof. J. M. Wright, Fort Edward, N.Y.
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Parading in 1893 in front of the Grandstand and the Portable Steps.

was Professor J. M., Wright, who put up a great long set of steps and proceeded
to ride his bicycle all up and down em’. Don’t to this day see how he did it, but he did.

There may have been a record of sorts in attendance with 4000 people crowding
on the grounds the second day of the Fair. By this time, we had us a full fledged
“Midway Plaisance” and between the fortune tellers, grab joints and hanky panks,
a body could come away clean educated.

Before I leave the century, I have to mention that Rutland Fair always bowed to
the agricultural end of things—the premium competitions in things that grow and
things that go—and that’s what attracted country and city folks to the Fair —a chance
to show off.

Well sir, the country and Vermont came rip-snortin’ into the new century fresh
from the Spanish-American War with Teddy Roosevelt. The Russians and Japs already
engaged in a shootin” war. Rutland saw the largest Labor Day Parade ever —about
21 unions including cigar makers and quarrymen. The parade went right up to the
Fairgrounds and the Event (Rutland Fair) opened the next day (Tuesday, September
8, 1903) with the Rutland City Band providing the music.

What made things interesting was that the Vermont State Agricultural Society and
the Rutland County Agricultural Society decided to have a joint Fair. And what a
Fair! The Poultry Exhibit alone pulled in 1000 squawkers and some real exotic types
like Egyptian Geese and Japanese Silkies. And the whole fruit exhibit prizes went
to the Farmer Brothers of Rutland. Harness racing was king at the Fairgrounds with
a little beauty of a pacer named “Irene P.” winnin’ the race for road horses.
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