
roomfuls of total strangers under

mass hypnosis!
the world’s largest and most polite

corn dog chomp!
farm adolescents well versed in 

animal husbandry!
mothers who look like daughters

and vice versa!
candy apples, pork chops on a stick, and 

fried coca-cola!
young men who want you to become a

career beautician!

66 

garrison keillor 
photographs by

joel sartore

     
   

    take in the state fair with

Sabra Jackson and her calf Princess 
took honors at the Indiana State Fair. 

State Fairs MM7766.indd   66-67 7/1/09   6:10:42 PM



“I ain’t got no body,” croons Andy Mullins, midway barker at the State Fair of Texas.  
“I greet people, crack ‘half’ jokes, sing ‘All of Me,’ ” he says. But the mirror illusion that makes  
him look like half a man is the big draw. “I love the way kids look at me and ask if I’m real.”68 
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Eating into history, 8,400 Iowa fairgoers bite in synchrony at the first-ever Corn Dog Chomp, in 2008. 
Recipes vary (bacon fat makes some extra tasty), but corn dogs have been fair fare since at least the 
1940s. A new treat debuted in Texas in 2006: fried Coca-Cola (batter balls flavored with cola syrup).
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The state fair is a ritual carnival marking the end of summer and 
gardens and apple orchards and the start of school and higher algebra 
and the imposition of strict rules and what we in the north call the 
Long Dark Time. Like gardening, the fair doesn’t change all that much.

else appeals to the keen, inquiring mind.
7. To watch the judging of livestock.
8. To observe entertainers attempt to engage 

a crowd that is moving laterally.
9. To sit down and rest amid the turmoil and 

reconsider the meaning of life.
10. To turn away from food and amusement 

and crass pleasure and to resolve to live on a 
higher plane from now on.

The Midwest is State Fair Central, and it thrives  
here because we are the breadbasket of Amer-
ica, Hog Butcher, Machinemaker, Stacker of 
Particleboard, Player With Chain Saws, Land 
of the Big Haunches. And also because Mid-
westerners are insular, industrious, abstemious,  
introspective people skittish about body con-
tact, and a state fair is liberation from all of that, 
a plunge into the pool of self-indulgence, start-
ing with a thick pork chop hot off the grill and 
served on a stick with a band of crisp brown 
fat along one side. The fat is not good for you. 
You eat the pork chop, fat and all, and your 
child eats her pork chop, and then you score a 
giant vanilla shake from the Dairy Bar to cush-
ion the fall of a bagful of tiny doughnuts. Now 
you’re warmed up and ready to move on to  
the corn dog course. 

But first here is a flume ride your child 
is agitating for, so you climb onto a steel raft 
and plunge into a concrete gorge and over a  
waterfall, and a two-foot wave washes over the 
gunwales, and now your pants are soaked. You 
disembark. You look like a man who could not 
contain his excitement. For cover, you hide in 
the crowd. You walk close behind people. You 
join the throng at the hot-corn stand and com-
fort yourself with a salty ear of buttered corn. 
Your pants chafe. You wander among booths of 
merchandise looking for men’s pants and find 

encyclopedias, storm windows, lawn mowers, 
vegetable peelers and choppers, humidifiers, log 
splitters, and home saunas. Your search for dry 
pants leads you through buildings where cham-
pion jams and jellies are displayed on tables 
draped with purple, blue, red, yellow ribbons, 
and also champion cakes (angel food, Bundt 
light, Bundt dark, chiffon, chocolate, chocolate 
chiffon, German chocolate, jelly roll, pound, 
spice, sponge, vegetable, or fruit) and pickles 
(beet, bean, bread-and-butter, cucumber sweet, 
dill without garlic, dill with garlic, peppers 
sweet, peppers hot, watermelon). And through 
an education pavilion where headhunters  
lie in wait for you to pause and make eye con-
tact, and they leap on you and make you hear 
about the benefits of beautician training, the 
opportunities in the field of broadcasting.

The way to dry out your pants is to get on a 

Lou Plocher’s double somersault with a half twist into eight feet of water, from 80 feet up, 
leaves Nebraskans gasping. Here he’s a funnyman in pirate garb, but some days he dives  
while on fire. After thousands of plunges and two broken feet, he says, “it’s still a rush.”

motorized contraption that whirls you through 
the air. Your child suggests you ride the giant 
Slingshot that is across the street. A long line of 
dead-end kids wait to be strapped into a cage and 
flung straight up in the air. The mob of onlookers 
waiting for the big whoosh looks like the crowds 
that once gathered to watch public executions. 

You pass up the Slingshot for the double Fer-
ris wheel. An excellent clothes dryer, lifting you 
up above the honky-tonk, a nice breeze in your 
pants, in a series of parabolas, and at the apex 
you look out across the gaudy uproar and the 
blinking lights, and then you zoom down for a 
close-up of a passing gang of farm boys in green 
letter jackets and then back up in the air. You 
tell your child that this Ferris wheel is the ride 
that, going back to childhood, you always saved 
for last, and so riding it fills you with nostalgia. 
She pats your hand. “You’ll be all right, Dad,” 

Garrison Keillor’s Rhubarb Tour visited six state  
fairs in 2008. Meanwhile, photographer Joel Sartore 
energized his coverage with at least 30 corn dogs. 

The big wheel whirls and the girls squeal and 
the bratwursts cook on the little steel rollers and 
the boys slouch around and keep checking their 
hair. It isn’t the World’s Columbian Exposition, 
the Aquarian Exposition, the Great Exhibition 
of the Works of Industry of All Nations, the 
Exposition Universelle, the Gathering of the 
Tribes, or the Aspen Institute. It’s just us, tak-
ing a break from digging potatoes. 

The Ten Chief Joys of the State Fair are: 
1. To eat food with your two hands.
2. To feel extreme centrifugal force reshaping 

your face and jowls as you are flung or whirled 
turbulently and you experience that intense joy-
fulness that is indistinguishable from anguish, 
or (as you get older) to observe other persons 
in extreme centrifugal situations.

3. To mingle, merge, mill, jostle gently, and 
flock together with throngs, swarms, mobs, and 
multitudes of persons slight or hefty, punky or 
preppy, young or ancient, wandering through 
the hubbub and amplified razzmatazz and raw 
neon and clouds of wiener steam in search of 
some elusive thing, nobody is sure exactly what.

4. To witness the stupidity of others, their 
gluttony and low-grade obsessions, their poor 
manners and slack-jawed, mouth-breathing, 
pop-eyed yahootude, and feel rather sophisti-
cated by comparison.

5. To see the art of salesmanship, of bark-
ing, hustling, touting, and see how effectively it 
works on others and not on cool you.

6. To see designer chickens, the largest swine, 
teams of mighty draft horses, llamas, rare breeds 
of geese, geckos, poisonous snakes, a two- 
headed calf, a 650-pound man, and whatever 
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she says. After ten minutes you come down nice 
and dry, and also the food has settled in your 
stomach, and you’re ready for seconds. 

Of the Ten Joys, the one that we Midwesterners 
are loath to cop to is number three, the mingling 
and jostling, a pleasure that Google and Face-
book can’t provide. American life tends more 
and more to put you in front of a computer 
screen in a cubicle, then into a car and head you 
toward home in the suburbs, where you drive  
directly into the garage and step into your 
kitchen without brushing elbows with anybody. 
People seem to want this, as opposed to urban 
tumult and squalor. But we have needs we can’t 
admit, and one is to be in a scrum of thinly clad 
corpulence milling in brilliant sun in front of the 
deep-fried-ice-cream stand and feel the brush 
of wings, hip bumps, hands touching your arm 
(“Oh, excuse me!”), the heat of humanity with its 
many smells (citrus deodorant, sweat and musk, 
bouquet of beer, hair oil, stale cigar, methane), 
the solid, big-rump bodies of Brueghel peasants 
all around you like dogs in a pack, and you—
yes, elegant you of the refined taste and the com-
mitment to the arts—are one of these dogs. All 
your life you dreamed of attaining swanhood or 
equinity, but your fellow dogs know better. They 
sniff you and turn away, satisfied. 

Some state fairs are roomier, some gaudier, 
but there is a great sameness to them, just as 
there is a similarity among Catholic churches. 
No state fair can be called trendy, luxurious, 
dreamy—none of that. Nothing that is farm ori-
ented or pigcentric is even remotely upscale. 

Wealth and social status aren’t so evident at 
the fair. The tattooed carnies who run the rides 
have a certain hauteur, and of course if you’re on 
horseback, you’re aristocracy, but otherwise not. 
There is no first-class line, no concierge section 
roped off in the barns. The wine selection is white, 
red, pink, and fizzy. Nobody flaunts his money. 

The state fair, at heart, is an agricultural expo, 
and farming isn’t about getting rich, and farmers 
discuss annual income less than they practice 
nude meditation on beaches. Farming is about 
work and about there being a Right Way and a 

Wrong Way to do it. You sit in the bleachers by 
the show ring and see this by the way the young 
women and men lead their immaculate cows 
clockwise around the grumpy, baggy-pants 
judge in the center. They walk at the cow’s left 
shoulder, hand on the halter, and keep the ani-
mal’s head up, always presenting a clear profile 
to the judge’s gaze, and when he motions them 
to get in line, the exhibitors stand facing their 
cows and keep them squared away. 

You and I may have no relatives left in farm-
ing, and our memory of the farm, if we have 
any, may be faint, but the livestock judging is 
meaningful to us—husbandry is what we do, 
even if we call it education or health care or 
management. Sport is a seductive metaphor 
(life as a game in which we gain victory through 
hard work, discipline, and visualizing success), 
but the older metaphor of farming (life as hard 
labor that is subject to weather and quirks of 
blind fate and may return no reward whatso-
ever and don’t be surprised) is still in our blood,  
especially those of us raised on holy scripture. The  
young men and women leading cows around 
the show ring are relatives of Abraham and Job 
and the faithful father of the prodigal son. They 
subscribe to the Love Thy Neighbor doctrine. 
They know about late-summer hailstorms. You 
could learn something from these people. 

Twilight falls on the fairgrounds, and a per-
son just suddenly gets sick of it all. You’ve spent 
hours gratifying yourself on deep-fried cheese 
curds, deep-fried ice cream, testing one sau-
sage against another, washing them down with  
authentic American sarsaparilla, sampling your 
child’s onion rings, postponing the honey sun-
dae for later, and now it is later, and the horti-
culture building and the honey-sundae booth 
are four blocks and a river of humanity away. 
You and the child stand at the entrance to the 
midway, barkers barking at you to try the ring-
toss, shoot a basketball, squirt the water in the 
clown’s mouth and see the ponies run, win the 
teddy bear, but you don’t want to win a big blue 
plush teddy bear. You have no use for one what-
soever. There is enough inertia in your life as  

it is. And now you feel the great joy of revulsion 
at the fair and its shallow pleasures, its cheap 
tinsel, its greasy food. You are slightly ashamed 
of your own intake of animal fats. Bleaugh, you 
think. Arghhhh. OMG. You have gone twice 
to ATMs to finance this binge, and you regret 
that. No more of this! You take the child’s hand. 
There will be no honey sundae tonight, honey. 
We got all that out of our system. We are going 
home and sober up and get busy. 

You hike toward where you recollect you 
parked your car this morning, and by a stroke of 
God’s grace you actually find it, and your child 
does not have to watch a father roaming around 
pitifully, moaning to himself. You get in, and you 
drive back to the world that means something, 
the world of work. The Long Dark Time is com- 
ing, and you must gather your herds to shelter 
and lay in carrots and potatoes in the cellar. 

The fair is gone the next day, the rides dis-
assembled, the concessions boarded up, the 
streets swept clean. Dry leaves blow across the 
racing oval, brown squirrels den up in the ticket 
booths, the midway marquee sways in the wind. 
You drive past the fairgrounds a few days later 
on your way to work. It looks like the encamp-
ment of an invading army that got what booty 
it wanted and went home. And now you are 
yourself again, ambitious, disciplined, frugal, 
walking briskly, head held high, and nobody 
would ever associate you with that shameless 
person stuffing his face with bratwurst and 
kraut, mustard on his upper lip, and a half-eaten 
deep-fried Snickers in his other hand. That was 
not the real you. This is. This soldier of the sim-
ple declarative sentence. You have no need for 
cheap glitter and pig fat and pointless twirling.  
You have work to do. Onward. j

The young people leading cows around The show ring are relaTives  
of abraham and job. you could learn someThing from Them. 

Like mother, like daughter. The Look-alike Contest is an Iowa fair Rural Americana Olde Tyme 
event. Pairs are judged not just on matching faces but also voice, walk, and mannerisms. Pair 239 
(at far right) took second; 251, sixth. Top prize: A blue ribbon, five bucks, and bragging rights.
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Some 470 hoofed entrants paraded by judges during Minnesota’s 4-H dairy cattle show  
in 2008, with seven major breeds competing in more than a dozen age groups. Points for  
qualities such as udder fullness, body angularity, and stride add up to coveted awards.
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Indiana has Madagascar hissing roaches (above) that pull tiny tractors bearing flags of rival univer-
sities without a whit of training, brags Purdue University roach wrangler Tom Turpin. And who can 
resist group hypnosis? Iowa volunteers go catatonic (below) at the snap of hypnotist Ron Diamond’s  
fingers. Next he may tell them to wiggle or scratch. “I create an environment that lets the subcon-
scious work, then make suggestions,” Diamond says. “The mind does wonderful things, if we let it.”

Fun for all ages! Minnesota sisters Bridgit and Bergen Flom (above) sport big rainbow dos  
styled for $14 each and a buck for glitter. Iowa’s derby stunts (below) are always a blast: Gregory 
“Dr. Danger” Carpenter performed the Suicide Car Jump—a 50-foot, 60 mile-an-hour leap from  
a flaming ramp into a four-stack of junked cars—38 times last year, with three hospital trips and  
no life or health insurance. Despite cracked bones and burns, “I squeak by each time,” he says. 
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When you’re slammed through the night sky at 75 miles an hour and 4 g’s, “your stomach stays  
on the ground,” says Minnesota fairgoer Tim Petersen. Reluctant at first, he and Deborah Smith 
finally succumbed to the Slingshot’s 200-foot launch and free fall to Earth. Go again? “Definitely.”
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