WHEAT BUNDLES AND BLUE RIBBONS:
SHAWNEE COUNTY COLLECTIVE AGRICULTURAL
EXHIBIT, 1926-1970
by Rachel R. Vukas

"Our state f2air is a great state l'air{
dont miss i, don'l even be latel"
Americans have been enjoying stale and
county fairs for over 100 years. In 1807,
Elkanah Walson displayed two prized
Merino sheep in the town square of
Pirtsfield, Massachusetts, and ihen gave a
lecture on improving wool prc)duelion.2
Although Watsun's exhibit was small, it
was lhe beginping of the American
agricultural [air,

Fairs originated in medicval times and
served as a focus of trade. The European
markel fair, held = fixed intervals,
functioned as a gaihering place for pbuyers
and scllers from distamt rcgions becoming
a primary cconomic instiluticn by the
eleventh century? Ofien the fairs were
associated with saints, and so ook on a
religious purpose as well. Politieal truces
were in effect for the more important
fairs, providing safe travel and cncouraging
attendanzc.  As  the  fairs  grew in
popularity, enicriainment became  an
integral part of the festivities, including
strolling  players, performing  animals,
music, dancing and gaming. During the
cighteenth century, enlerlainment began Lo
take prominence over Lhe gconomic,
religious, and polilical functions, and
auihofritics begon to close dows (airs. As
the markct fairs declined Lhey wcre
replaced by agricullural exhibitions.4

The foundcr of our present-day
agricullural fair is eonsidercd 10 be
Elkanah Waison. lis 1807 display of
sheep was such a success thal in 1810 hc
organized a cattle show. He was also
instrumcaial in organizing the Berkshire
County Agricultural Society in 1811, which
sponsored a larger cxhibition Lhat offercd
premiums to exhibitors.® The primary aim

of these early societies was 0 educate
farmers about improved agricullural
techniques. They accomplished this by
sponsoring  agricultural exhibitions and
demonsirations which evolved into
agricultural fairs. The major elemeats of
the Berkshire fair inciuded displays of
produce, animals, and domestic arts, with
premiums f[or the best entries, educational
dcmonstrations of new farming methods,
commercial displays of new agriculiural
technology (machincry and implements),
and entertainment such as parades,
political speeches, and formal balls.® The
Berkshire far became a prowtype for
other county fairs and by 1820, fairs were
held by agricultural sacieties all over New
England, Ncw York, and the South.”

During the 1840s and 1850s fairs
became more numerous as  greater
attention  was given (o agriculural
improvement in the United States. Many
labor-seving machings such as mMOwers,
reapers, and thresbers were invenled.
Farmers regarded (he fair as a means of
learning aboul new agriculiural practices.®
As lairs prew in size and popularity,
changes occurred. In the 18605 and 1870s
games of chance and horse racing were
included as part of the fair actiities, but
only aller much controversy and debate?
Alter the turn of the cemury, permanent
[airgrounds with exh:bil halls and pavilions
were construcied. The responsibility for
organizing and governing fairs was later
assumcd by sltale boards of agriculture
and counly govcrnments, rathcr 1han
agriculiural  societies.  Enlertainment
beccame more  imporlanl as  a
moneymaking element of the fair.

Thc contemporary American county
or siate fair, bascd on the Berkshire



model, has two major functions: education
and entertainment.} The educational
function consists of agrieultural produets
and technological displays, and the
entertainment consists of the race traek
(horse and automobile) and the carnival
or "midway.” Although still primarily an
agricultural exhibit, modern fairs have
incorporaled new elements to appeal to a
wider audience. Commercial dealers of all
kinds sell products, religious, civic and
charitable organizations have fund raising
exhibits, and well-known celebrities provide
entertainment. There are over 40 state
fairs in existence, several of which
reeorded their highest attendance in 1989,
including  the Illinois, New  York,
Maryland, and Tulsa state fairs.!1

State and county fair attendance and
participation has become an annual
custom for rural America.l2 Fairs are
popular because they fill various needs of
the participants. They provide an avenue
for socialization, education, healthy
eompetition, self-satisfaction, and
achievement.13 Participation in fairs, and
the agricultural practices and cusloms
associated with i1, can be explored by
examining the Shawnee County collective
exhibit as it was presented by the Indian
Creek Grange for over four decades.

The county collective cxhibit is an
attractive and colorful display of
agricultural products indigenous 1o the
local county. It has been included in both
the Kansas Frec Fair (re-named Mid-
America Fair in 1958, Sunflower Expo in
1977, and last held in 1983) and the
Kansas Stale Fair since the early 1900s.14
According to the 1946 Kansas Free Fair
Premium Book, this exhibit “... should
truly represent the practical agricullural
products of the county and should be so
arranged as to be a credit to the coumgr
represented and the Kansas Free Fair."!

Exhibit  requirements include a
specified number of varieties of grains,
grasses, corn, sorghum, legumes, seeds,
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vegetables, and fruits with all varieties
labeled eorrectly. The varieties are ehosen
by the exhibitors but should be
appropriate (o the locale. Samples must
be gathered from a number of farms from
all parts of the county. Set up in a booth
approximately ten feet by ten feet, the
products are displayed on a back wall and
a floor which slants upward to the wall.
An early requirement to incorporate an
educational theme or element was
eliminated during the 1960s.

The display is a competitive exhibit
and is judged on original design, artistic
display, educational value, adaptability of
varieties, quality of samples and the
number of farms represented. Usually the
exhibitors are agricultural groups or
socielies, although some exhibits are

completed by individuals. The Shawnee
County exhibit was presented by the
Indian Creek Grange at both the Kansas
Free Fair in Topeka and at the Kansas
State Fair in Hutehinson from 1926-
1970.16
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Shawnee County Display ca. 1920 or 30s
The National Grange (properly

named thc Order of the Patrons of
Husbandry) is a fraternal organization,
eslablished in 1867 in part to help reunite
the states after the Civil War and improve
devaslated agricultural land by providing
education concerning modern farming
methods. Local Granges were organized
throughout the United States and by 1876
the national membership was 858,000
Alter a period of decline, the organization
gained new popularity in the 20th century
and had over 800,000 members in the
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19705, A wvital center of the gural
community, the Grange provided a forum
for agriculiural and home economics
education, social interaction, and political
activiry.!

Founded in 1896, Indian Creek
Grange became 4 leading organization in
northeast Shawnee County. Among other
things, Indian Creek Grange built a hall
which was also used as a community
building, sponsored informational and
educational programs open Lo the public,
sponsored a community band, built a ball
diamond apd 1ennis courls, held dances,
sponsored o ‘paseball icam, and worked
on a vancry of community development
projecis. )8 The Grange atso sponsered a
local fair, and in 1910 1the members were
asked 10 help with an agricuitural disptay
for the fair at Topeka which led to 1heir
accepling responsibility for 1he Sbawnce
County collective exhibit in 1926.17 Many
Grange members worked (ogether on the
exhibijt, but a chairperson or commillee
was named 10 ofganize the work efforts
and be responsible for the eompletion of
the exhibiti.  Ahhough the chair
responsibililies were passed among the
members, the Kimbal family held 1he chair
for 30 of the 44 years, through three

generalions. W. P. Kimbal was on the
commiltee in  1926; the exhibit
responsibility was later assumed {in

different years) by both of his sons, Ray
and Ralph Kimbal, and Ralph’s wife Ina,
and then by Ralph and Ina’s children,
Warren Kimbal and Ruth Esther Kimbal
Shorthill and her  huskand  Verno
Shorthill. 2

When the (irangers began working
on the exhibit they relied on 1heir own
farming knowledge to select the best jtlems
and prepare Lhe display. Through the
years, they developed cerlain methods and
traditions, the lore of which thcy passed
on 1o the younger geperations. This lore
consisied of when and where in Lhe counly
Lo collect certain specimens, which farms

to contact, how best to dry and stare the
samples, and skills such as making &
perfectly shaped wheat bundle. When the
Grangers stopped puiting up the exhibit,
they passed on their traditional knowledge
to a local Future Farmers of America
chapler, who assumed responsibility for
Lhe exhibil.

Indian Creek Grange and the Kimbal
family enjoyed great success with the
county exhibii and managed (o win Orst
place a majority of the time. During the
fast ten years Indian Creek put up the
exnibil, Shawnee County never failed to
win first place al one of the fairs. During
Lthe years 1965-1970 they won first each
yeat 81 both fairs, and in 1970 they
rcceived the Sweepstakes Award at the
State Fair.2l Because of ihis success, the
Shawnee County collective exhibit was
regarded as the siandard in  eastern
Kansas and many of ils display methods
and designs werc copied by other
exhibilors.*2

The eolieciive exhibit required a
summer's work. The gathering of product
sampies began in early June with the first
alfaifa hay and early sweet clover. All
ihrough the seascn the besi of the harvest
was collecled, dried and stored until
Scpiember. The Grangers drove an
avcrage of 700 10 1,000 miles each year
collecting samples and worked rrom 300 10
500 hours to prepare the display.2 Twenty
to Lhirly farms were wsually represenied in
the Shawnee Counly display and all
donors wecre promineptly lisied in the
exhibit.

Grasses were collected early, before
the farmer’s firsl cutting, because the
succecding growlhs were coarser and nol
as native and cultivated. Some of the
varielies collecled included Red Clover,
Brome, Orchard, Little Biue Stem, Big
Blue Siem and Indian Fearherhead.
Higher scores were received for good feed
grasses, so varicty selection was based on
feed value. Grasses were cut with a sickle



close 0 the roots (o show their height.
The Grangers usually eul from a comer
of a farmer's field (0 be as unobtrusive as
possible and because the sparser planting
there allowed individual stalks 10 grow
larger4 For drying, the grasses were
spread out on screens which were placed
on sawhorses outdoors in the shade. If
dried in the sun, the grasses would lose
their color. After this inilial drying period,
the grasses were lied in loase bundles and
hung upside down 50 the heads would dry
straight. They were stored in a Grange
member’s basement, garage or barn. In
the final exhibit, the grasses were displaycd
in upiform, tight bundles.

Wheal and oats were collecled next,
the latter part of June or around July 4th.
Again, they were gathered a lillle green,
prior 10 the harvest. Six varieties of grains
were required, three of wheat and three
of ocaers, and they were displayed in
bundles. One gallon seed samples of all
grains were also required. Afler Lhe
harvest the Grangers had to collect the
seed samples from the same farmers who
had contribuied grain samples. The seed
was vusually cieaped by hand, which was a
ledious process. In the early years the
sced was displayed in open plastic bags
and then laler in glass gallon jars.

Vegerables and [ruils were collected
as close 10 lhe [fair as possible. The
samples selecled were Iypical of the
varieties pgrown in Shawnee county.
Varieties of apples exhibited included
Winesap, Jonalban, York, Red and Yellow
Delicious, Jonared and Rome Beauty.
Otber fruit included Hale peaches, Barllell
pears, Blue Damson plums and Coneord
grapes. Yegetabies included \urnips, green
bcans, 10omaloes, cucumbers, carros,
onions, white polajoes and sweel polaloes.
Sugar Pie pumpkins and Connecticul field
pumpkins were both displayed ajong wilh
several varieties of squash, ineluding
Cushaw squash, Crook Neck, Acom,
Butlernu! and White Scallop. Turnip
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squash was used in the exhibit only for
decoration. It was not a good variety o
eal, 50 no points were awarded for it. The
exhibilors were not allowed (o wash the
vegerables as they were Lo be displayed in
a natural state. Soft brushes were used o
clean off the dirt, and fruits were polished
with soft, flannel cloths just pricr to
exhibiting.

Corn and sorghum were also picked
the last week before the fair, usually on
Labor Day. Exhibit requirements were ten
variclies, 1en ears of each corn variety and
ten-head samples and five-stalk bundles of
each sorghum \.'ariv;-.ty.u The Grangers
wrapped the sorghum bundies wilh leaves
from the plants, an innovation later
adopted by other counties.?s Not only did
this give the bundles a more finished look,
it also displayed the quality of the forage.

A major crilerion for selection of all
products was thal the items be true 1o the
variely, considering size, shape, color and
quality.?” Some varieties of grain required
loose heads, olhers compact heads. For
corn samples, rows had to be straight wilh
the cars filled out fully. Size had to be
lypical, not Loo large or oo small, and
uniformity of size among the samples was
a must. The samples selecied were to be
the best representatives of that variety of
crop.
Adter materials were collecled, they
were siored and prepared for display. One
of the most time-consuming tasks was
making bundles. Shawnee County
exhibitors were well-known  for  their
exeellent grain bundies. Construcling the
wheal and oat bundles is a skill and art
whieh was passed down Lhrough several
generarions.

Cn communal work nights 15 to 30
Grangers would meet 1o work on the
grain bundles, Firs, the whear or oat
slalks were sirippcd of the outside
eovering. Stripping 1he stalks was very
delicale work requiring a dull knife
because the slalks were easily broken.
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While alf members stripped the stalks, the
bundles were made by two or three
people who were especially skilled. The
bundle-maker would carefully select the
best heads, make a smali core to start and
then add two or three stalks at a time,
starting at the center and angling down
and around. Someone else would hold the
bundle together as the bundie-maker
would add the stalks. The finished bundle
was tied with a strong cord in three
places; immediately below the heads, four
to five inches from the bottom, and at the
center. It usually took 45 to 60 minutes to
complete one bundle. Just before
exhibiting, colored ribbons were placed
over the cord, the placement matching
exactly on ail bundles. The grain bundles
had to be uniform in length, size, and
shape.

Physically setting up the exhibit ofien
required 10 to 12 hours of work. Products
were attached (o the back wall first,
usually nailing them 1o a wooden
backboard or using pegs to hoid them 1o
a pegboard. A cloth was placed on the
floor to hold the covering of corn or seed.
One technique the Grangers used was to
cut up small pieces of sorghum stalks,
slice them in half to make a flat side and
nail them to the floor as supports to hold
largczgroducc in place on the slanted
floor.* Fruits and vegetables were often
displayed on foil-covered plates usually
stacked in a pyramid. If the corn was
exceptional, the ears would be displayed in
rows, side by side instcad of stacked.
Grain and grass bundles were attached 10
the wall and seed samples were displayed
in glass jars.

According to John Miller,
Superintendent  of the  Agricultural
Department of the Kansas Free Fair from
1947-1972, two judges were used for the
county collective exhibits; one expert in
grain and one expert in vegetables and
fruits. Often the judges were Lhe state
extension service agents or faculty
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members  from  the  agricuunural
department of Kansas State University.2
The county collective exhibits were judged
on a point system. The score card from
the 1946 Kansas Free Fair Premium Book,
as shown in Table 1, illustrates the point
system and lists the required products 10
be included in the exhibit. Using the
scorecard, the judges awarded each county
a total number of points, and then all
exhibits were ranked from first (o last and
cach awarded a ribbon. A monetary
premium was also awarded based on the
number of points, the number of entries
and the amount of money available to the
fair. The monetary award changed from
year to year, but after expenses, Indian
Creek Grange would make anywhere from
$80.00 10 $150.00.30 There were usually
eight to ten exhibits at the Topeka fair
and fifteen at Hutchinson. The State Fair
divided the state inio three districts and
allowed five entries per district. Each
district was judged separately and ranked
from first to last, then out of
the three first place winners, one top
sweepstakes award was chosen.

Within the framework of




requirements, a great deal of variation
existed in the designs of the exhibits and
in the manner in which the products were
displayed. Each county developed its own
style and particular habits of display which
presented wonderful diversity and variety
in the exhibits. The style of the booths
also changed over the years. In the 1920s
and 1930s the booths had elaborately
decorated sides and -fronts, such as
latticework covered in flowers or leaves
and the back wall was ofien covered in
crepe paper. In the 1940s the front arches
and side walls were removed and the back
wall (wood or a peg-board) usually was
not covered. The early designs often
depicted flowers or scenes such as a
sunset, while later designs became more
abstract.

g L~ g o

Shawnee County Display 1970: Putting up
the exhibit

The artistic design of the booth,
worth 150 points, was an important aspect
of the exhibit. The Grangers were creative
and used many different designs over the
years. One of the early exhibits displayed
the milo heads as the petals of
sunflowers.3] Another year the back wall
was designed as a sunset with the grain
bundles arranged in an arch between the
sun’s rays. The arch of grain bundles
eventually became a trademark of the
Shawnee County cxhibit, as it was
incorporated in many different designs. In
1952 the floor covering displayed a large
sunflower of corn and milo.?2 Yellow corn
formed petals and provided a contrast to
display stacks of milo heads. That exhibit
was a blue-ribbon winner at the State Fair
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in Hutchinson. In 1966 the grain and grass
bundles on the back wall were allernated
by height, creating a zig-zag design.3
Sometimes the Grangers used a color
scheme throughout the exhibit for signs,
ribbons, fruit plates, etc. The 1970 exhibit,
Indian Creek’s last one, used a red and
gold color scheme, included the arch of
grain bundles and was a sweepstakes
winner.34

Shawnee County Display 1970

Why did Indian Creek Grange devote
so much time and energy to this exhibit?
The 1wo major reasons were social
interaction and community recognition.
First of all, the Grangers enjoyed working
together on the exhibit. In the 1920s and
1930s farmers were still relatively isolated
and Grange activities provided a social
outlet. Social activilies were a large part of
working on the fair exhibit. The Grangers
usually had a picnic on Labor Day while
collecting samples, and normally ended
their bundle-making work nights with a
social hour and refreshments. Working
together on the fair exhibit served a
function similar to a quilting bee or a
barn-raising.

Attending the fair and putling up the
exhibit also led to social intcraction. In his
study of agricultural fairs, Wayne Caldwell
Neely states that "..going (0 the fair has
been a significant recreational event in the
social life of many generations."35
Traditionally, thc fair served as an
information  source, an arena for
recreational and social activities, and a
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means (o broaden the social and cultural
harizons of the participants. 3 [nvolvement
in the fzir fulfilled these necds for the
Grangers. They had friendly rivalries with
other couaty exhibitors which all parties
enjoyed. Many friendships and
acquaintances were renewed once a year
at the fair. Also, the Grangers respected
the fair as an institution and enjoyed being
participants.

The second aspect--recognition--was
also impontant (o the Grange members.
They enjoyed the competition and took
greal pride in their achicvement. Shawnee
County had developed a reputation which
they strived 10 maintain. In discussing why
Shawnee County won so many blue
ribbons, John Miller stated thal "they just
worked harder." The Grangers were very
particular about which samples were used
and ook care to display them well
Because they were so melieulbus, [y
often took twice as much time as othcr
caunties to set up their booth. 3! They
paid close attention to detail and ried 1g
improve the exhibit each year, Receiving
second place at the Kansas Free Fair in
1952, the Grangers replaced the samples
which received lower scores, and the next
week al the State Fair in Hurchinson they
won first place and the sweepslakes
award.

Expressing  achievement--individual
and group--is onc of the primary aspects
of the fair. Neely and olher researchers
such as Leslie Mina Prosierman have

discussed the shtisfaction and recognition
received from competitive exhibition. ¥
Neely siates:

such a display not only records
the accomplishments, but il
signifies the social and economic
importance and expresses the
hopes, of the particular segment
of society which it represents. . .
The participant in the fair comes
to a new realizalion of his own
dignity and importance, for here
are the fruits ol bhis labors, here
are the resulls of his intelligence,
his dexterity, his ideals; and he
may look upon his achievernent
wilh the satisfaction of a skilled
artisan 0

Indian Creek Grange and the Kimbal
family worked for 44 years on the exhibit
because it was an expression of their
vocalion and herilape. They enjoved the
social activity and took pride in their
accomplishment. The tradition of the
Grange organization is for members 1o
work together 10 accompiish their goals,
whether 1they be agricultural, political, or
social. Tt was natural for Indian Creek
Grange (0 promote agriculure through
the Shawnee County collective exhibit. It
became a Grange and family rtradition
because the members valued it and took

joy in it.
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