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South Carolina's Story
The making of a state

Every year in South Carolina since 1869, the
end of the harvest season has been celebrated
at the S.C. State Fair. The original purpose of
the fair was to improve the quality of life in the
state.

The S.C. Agricultural and Mechanical
Socie^ wished to reward excellence and to
display the finest produce of the state's fields
and orchards, stables and poultry yards, along
with the best of its arts and crafts.

By the 1890s, the fair had grown so large that
there were 30 acres of exhibits along with two
main buildings, a grandstand, and an am
phitheater that seated 5,000 people.
The first day of the fair there was a giant

parade in downtown Columbia, which was
always gaily decorated. At first the decorations
were largely bunting and lanterns, but with the
advent of electricity, colored electric light
bulbs arched over the streets.

The parade was led by a color guard. In 1891
the parade included 14 marching veterans of
the Mexican War which had been fought some
45 years earlier. Next were more than 600
veterans of the Civil War, many with wooden
legs and empty sleeves.
The parade had hook and ladder companies,

high-stepping horses and precision rifle units,
along with the inevitable marching bands.
About 1895, the custom of marching farmers
with sashes and torches was abandoned in
favor of the use of decorated bicycles. That was
a signal, perhaps, that agriculture, even then,
was losing its preeminence in the state.
Admission charges in the 1890s were 25 cents.

Veterans, along with Clemson and Winthrop
students, were told that their uniforms would
be their admissions tickets.

In 1896, on a Thursday, was scheduled the
first Carolina-Clemson football game. "Big
Thursday" at the State Fair lasted through
1961.

The South Carolina College's garnet and
black squad, with its football cranks (fans)
sounding like "inmates of insane asylums,"
defeated the garnet and blue "jacketed"
Clemson players, 12-6. It was Clemson's first
year to field a team, and it was only the second
game ever played by a team that averaged 150
pounds in wei^t.
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Horse races were run over a three-day period
and traditionally attracted huge crowds. Black
jockeys were the rule. In 1891, automobile
races with college boys as drivers were added
to the program.
Manufacturing men bid at auctipn for space

to display buggies, wagons, cotton gins, steam
engines, yard goods, cook stoves and the like.
Free waffles were cooked in flour

manufacturer's booths. (5onzales and Withers
Typewriter Company provided relays of rapid
typists to intrigue spectators.
The midway always bustled. Ringling

Brothers Circus, with 65 railway cars to carry
the company, was the biggest single attraction.
But there were other smaller carnival groups
and sideshows. Advertised as "freaks" were
unfortunates with labels like "George the
Turtle Boy." If live freak shows (at 10 cents
admission) were not enough, there were also
mummies and the famed attraction discovered
atSaluda, S.C., known as the "PetrifiedMan."
There were candy men and sausage vendors

who steamed frankfurters on bricks. The beer
franchises, auctioned off 10 days before the fair
opened, always proved to be most profitable.
More temporate meals of coffee, tea and
sandwiches were offered by the United
Daughters of the Confederacy in a booth
decorated in Confederate bunting. There was
no charge to Confederate veterans.
There was something for everybody. Almost

every category in which prizes or ribbons were
awarded also included children's entries.
Fancy needlework abounded and alwajrs in
cluded entries from the lunatic asylum.
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The crowds had to be housed somewhere, and
Columbia had only three hotels with a total of
197 rooms. Private homes, rented rooms, and
when these rooms were filled, cots and mat
tresses were rented. CHemson cadets, all 300,
brought their tents and set them up on the
grounds of the governor's mansion.

Nostalgic old State Fair-goers still carry fond
memories of the excitement of the parades,
bunting, floral displays, fireworks and dancing
that left Columbia limp and exhausted when it
was over. The State Fair has been one of the

state's most colorful and durable institutions.


