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The New York State Fair had its
origins in smaller county fairs.

FAIR

BY JOSHUA HAUCK-WHEALTON

n a spring day in 1818, James

Madison felt obligated to lecture

his peers on the topic of manure.

Less than two years after stepping

down from the presidency,
Madison was alarmed enough about the
poor state of American agriculture that
he addressed the Agricultural Society of
Albemarle County, Virginia, with a list of
needed improvements.

Madison had cause for concern. The
young country’s agricultural situation was
the exact opposite of the one in England.
Here, land was cheap and plentiful, while
labor was in short supply. As a result,
farmers often used quick methods of
agriculture that stripped the nutrients
from the soil, then moved on to new
land. This left vast amounts of land
“wounded by the plowshare,” too infer-
tile to produce the necessary crop yields
to justify their use.



ARCHIVE.ORG

Robert Livingston’s “Essay on Sheep”

Some farmers could keep moving
west to new lands, but others could
not. Mobile farmers also did not pro-
duce the sorts of stable communities
that the country needed. Farmers
would have to be encouraged to stick
with depleted land and educated on
how to revive it.

Madison was not the first to recog-
nize the problem. The large landowners
of the Hudson Valley felt the problem
acutely. They leased out their lands
to tenant farmers and relied on those
farmers to stick around and make
the most of the property. The problem
had been discussed, but doing some-
thing would require a sheep and a
series of wars.

DID YOU KNOW?

In 2019, the New York State Fair

broke an attendance record with more

than 1.3 million people attending.

Learned Societies?

As the Napoleonic wars surged across
Europe, new trade barriers were erect-
ed and old ones were weakened.
As Napoleon threatened Spain and
Portugal, the countries could not pre-
vent the export of their prized Merino
sheep, famed for their soft wool and
ability to graze on rough terrain. Well-
connected Americans were able to
purchase small flocks and send them
home. One of those was New York's
Chancellor Robert Livingston, then
serving as the ambassador to France.
Livingston was one of the largest
landowners in the country. The family
had acquired over a million acres of
land between its Clermont estate and

purchases in the Catskills. Before leav-
ing for France, Livingston had helped
form the awkwardly named Society for
the Promotion of Agriculture, Arts and
Manufactures (SPAAM), a learned
society of gentlemen farmers meant
to discuss improvements to Hudson
Valley agriculture. The society grew to
include men like “The Great Patroon”
Stephen Van Rensselaer Ill and Dewitt
Clinton.

When Livingston returned to
America with sheep in tow, he began
using the society to promote their
raising in the Hudson Valley. Through
a mix of boosterism and connections,
the society got state funding for prizes
awarded to farmers who harvested
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Membership certificate for the Society for the Promotion of Agriculture, Arts, and Manufactures

DID YOU KNOW?

In New York, there are

30,650

farms,

6,502,286

acres of land in
agricultural production,
and

56,678

people employed
by farms.
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the best wool. Shearing competitions
were held and prize sheep were put on
display at events on Livingston’s manor.
These events were based on English
agricultural fairs and would become
the proto-county fair in America.

As the wars went on, Europe paid
well for American wool. A financial
bubble formed around the Merino
sheep, called “Merino mania,” or
“sheep fever.” The bubble burst after
the end of the War of 1812, but its
effects changed the shape of the
state; many of the knee-high fieldstone
walls that we see crisscrossing the
land were built to contain the flocks.
Unfortunately, Chancellor Livingston
died in 1813, and the society went
into a downward spiral.

In its brief life, the society had few
accomplishments other than estab-
lishing Merino sheep in the Hudson
Valley and popularizing the technique
of adding a mineral called gypsum to
the soil as a fertilizer. The society had

problems connecting with the actual
farmers. Their primary outreach was
their publication, Transactions, which
was written for other gentlemen
farmers and had little hope of reach-
ing a wider audience.

As the society flailed, Van Rensselaer
convinced the State Legislature to form
the Board of Agriculture and appoint
him as the leader. The board took
over the role as distributor for agricul-
tural bounties awarded by the state
for excellent products. The board lasted
from 1819 until around 1825, when
its reputation as a tool of the Van
Rensselaers would become a political
liability. The days of aristocratic
landowners pushing for agricultural
improvement from above were ending.

Agricultural Press

But there was a rising tide of support
for the idea of agricultural reform,
this time coming from New York'’s
smaller farmers. An important figure
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here was long-time Albany resident
Elkanah Watson.

Watson had purchased sheep from
Livingston and began hosting his own
agricultural fairs to sell his flock in 1808.
This generated enough attention that
he organized an agricultural society
and hosted an expanded version of
the fair, including cattle and other
livestock, in Pittsfield, Massachusetts,
in 1810.

“In this procession were sixty-nine
oxen, connected by chains, drawing a
plough held by the oldest man in the
county; a band of music; the Society,
bearing appropriate ensigns, and each
member decorated with a badge of
wheat in his hat,” Watson wrote. "A
platform upon wheels followed, drawn
by oxen, bearing a broadcloth loom

and spinning jenny, both in operation,
by English artists, as the stage moved
along; mechanics with flags, and
another platform, filled with American
manufactures.”
This is usually seen as the first true
agricultural fair in the United States.
While Watson, in his fifties by this

Officials of the 1916 Ulster County Fair

point, had ambitions to be a country
squire, he was also a writer and
reformer. He corresponded extensively
throughout New York and New
England, promoting his ideas of
agricultural reform.

Some of these seeds took root.
Numerous agricultural fairs sprang up
throughout the region, including the
Jefferson County Fair, which started in
1818, and is the oldest consecutively
running fair in the state; it was even
held virtually during the Covid-19
pandemic. But other areas found it
hard to organize and fund the fairs.
Most started and sputtered out.

Fortunately, at the same time,
there was a rising agricultural press.

SSIYONOD 40 AYVYEN

17

nysarchivestrust.org



The New York State Fair

was America’s first state fair.

Cheese at the State Fair, 1950s

In 1819, Solomon Southwick began
publishing The Ploughboy out of
Albany. Writing as “Henry Homespun,”
he struck a Poor Richard note to
appeal to a popular audience. It was
perhaps a bit too much, and the
paper only lasted a few years. But it
was quickly followed by other papers.
Notable is Jesse Buel and Luther
Tucker's Genesee Farmer.

There were nineteen agricultural
papers in the 1920s. By the 1930s,
there were ninety. In addition, general
papers like the New York Tribune and
The New York Times began adding
farming sections. All of this represents
an audience for agricultural writing
that was both literate and involved.

Perhaps the greatest change
between Livingston'’s society and
these later journals was the lack of a
divide between the authors and the
audience. The new journals used
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Main entrance to the New York
State Fair, 1940s

unpretentious language and encour-
aged their readers to write back with
their results. As historian Ariel Ron
described in Grassroots Leviathan,
“Rhetorically accessible and even
populist, the journals redefined agri-
cultural reform as the common inter-
est of the rural majority, now imag-
ined as an undifferentiated mass of
citizen-farmers.”
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State Agricultural Society

In 1832, the New York State Agricul-
tural Society was formed by an act of
the State Legislature. While it was
granted $25,000 to start, none of its
members drew a salary, and money
could only be spent to promote agri-
culture. It started a journal—The
Cultivator—run by Jesse Buel, but by
its own admission it did not generate
much interest.
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The breakthrough came in 1841.
By another act of the State Legislature,
money was distributed to county
chapters of the Agricultural Society.
And, crucially, the society was autho-
rized to award bounties. This made it
the successor to Livingston’s society,
but larger, more organized, and with
a foundation in the counties. The
society could draw money down from
the state and draw talent up from local
farmers. And it was heavily backed by
New York's western counties, where
agriculture was rapidly growing.

That same year, the society set
awards for exemplary animals, ten
dollars to the best “fine wooled”
Merino sheep, for example. And it
resolved to have the first State Fair on
September 29 and 30 in Rochester,
New York.

The first fair was an immediate
success, bringing in somewhere
between 10,000-15,000 visitors. The
reaction from the society itself was
rapturous. More than proud, there

was a feeling that New York's agricul-
tural community had come of age. As
an unidentified member of the society
enthused before the State Assembly:

“There are a variety of reasons
which make me believe that a great
and most beneficial change has
spread over the State within the fif-
teen and twenty years past. The farm-
ers of New York have greatly
increased in knowledge within that
time; their sons too have come for-
ward with more zeal, more time, and
more intelligence than their fathers
possessed. The circulation of informa-
tion is much more general, more
active, and of a more useful nature
than it was. Our agricultural papers
scatter much light and knowledge in
all parts of the State, and are inocu-
lating the right spirit into the farmers
and their sons—they are no longer
ashamed to be called farmers; and
they begin to see and to feel that
they are on the right road to health,
to happiness, and to fortune.”

There are
about 2,000
fairs held
in North
America

every year.
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Conservation Department exhibit at the State Fair, 1933
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Vegetables on
display at the
New York State
Fair, 1900

ONONDAGA COUNTY
PUBLIC LIBRARY

DID YOU KNOW?

The NYS Fair sells
more than 450,000
cups of milk each year.
If stacked one on top of
the other, they would
be taller than the
Empire State building.
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Hybrid Solution

Nineteenth century historian Ed Ayers
dubbed the period between 1800 and
1860 as the “Era of the New Nation,”
an era when the country was built on
eighteenth-century foundations. One
area where the country saw great
development was in the field of agri-
culture. One of the major engines for
this development was the county fair
system, where excellent examples of
livestock and crops could be shown off,
techniques could be discussed, and
quality goods could be bought and sold.

As a measure of the progress, the
Merinos and their crossbreeds made
up the majority of New York’s wool
production by 1850. More impressive
is that New York farmers were getting
more wool per sheep, from one-to-
two pounds per clip in 1800 to around
four pounds in 1860. New York
soldiers marched into the Civil War
wearing uniforms made from wool
that had been an expensive
luxury during the War of 1812.

The New York State Fair began as a
traveling fair, but settled permanently
in Syracuse in 1890. In 1900, a State
Fair Commission took over from the
Agricultural Society, and the early
twentieth century saw the fair add
industry exhibits and entertainment acts.
By the 1940s, the fair was similar to
what is familiar to most of us today.

So, as you enjoy the State Fair, or
any of New York’s many county fairs,
take a moment from eating deep-
fried-whatever and pay a visit to the
sheep barn or herding display. Give a
woolly head a pat (and then wash
your hands), because they are what
started it all. m
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ivingston’s society had a
Lcomplicated afterlife. It lived,

died, was reborn, merged
with an art society, developed its
historic collections, and some-
how acquired a mummy. The
Society for the Promotion of Arts,
Agriculture and Manufactures,
which began as an agricultural
improvement society for the
gentleman farmer, is now the
Albany Institute of History & Art,
a public art and history museum,
where the records of the society
are held. Some of the materials
include samples of the prize-
winning wool from its earliest
incarnations, one of the more
unigue examples of archival
preservation.

Subsequent agricultural
societies, particularly at the
county level, did not leave so
great a documentary legacy.
Some of their publications,
like The Genesee Farmer and
The Ploughboy can be found
on microfilm at the New York
State Library.

Joshua Hauck-
Whealton /s an archivist at
the New York State Archives.

For more by this author,
see “A Poetry Book's Path”
and “Taconic Controversy,”
Spring 2024.

For more on Robert

Livingston, see “The Man
Who Won the West” by Travis
M. Bowman, Summer 2004.






