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THE REVIVAL OF THE BARNSTABLE COUNTY FAIR

The Barnstable County Fair has had a varied history over the years. First taking place in May of 1843 as
the County Fair and Cattle Show, the Fair has continued to the present day but with some serious
interruptions along the way. The first fair was actually held in the Fall of 1844 on the County
Courthouse grounds. The founders included well-known Cape Cod names such as Reed, Hoxie, Small,
Otis, Sears, Howes, Jenkins, Bourne, Brooks, Hardy, Doane, Higgins, Lothrop, and Scudder. Land
acquired in 1857 in Old Barnstable became known, up to today, as the Old Fairgrounds. But after 1931,
the Fair was discontinued; it was revived briefly in 1939 for the Barnstable tercentenary, and then was
inactive once again.

At that point comes the importance of this historical interview. The lawyer Clarence Dorrien Meyer and
his wife Sarah Jaquith Meyer, originally from New Jersey, honeymooned in 1903 at the East Bay Lodge
in Osterville. Their son Charles Jaquith Meyer (bom 11 July 1911, d. 2001) as a child took his first steps
at Craigville Beach in 1912, and was on Cape Cod for every summer except two until 1980.

Charles used to walk to the Luster Tea Room in Centerville, past an interesting old house that belonged

to the legendary Captain James Delap Kelley at 153 Main St. In December of 1941, the house was up

for bidding at auction; Charles put in a rather low bid, and then came Pearl Harbor Day whereupon all
other bidders withdrew; the result was that Charles got this wonderful house, built in 1731 or before, for
a bargain price. At first the house had no plumbing or electricity; the house then acquired the name
"Priority Acres". A fish shanty was in the back of the house.

Edith, nee Williams, originally from Texas, had graduated from college prior to World War II and
intended to become a teacher. However, when the war came, she worked for the Army Corps of
Engineers building an Army camp in Texas. She met Charles in New Jersey on a trip to New York City,
and they were married in 1948.

In 1947 Charles built two three-quarter Cape cottages west of the 1731 property. He and Edith (one of
the interviewees for this account) would live in wintertime in one of the cottages, and then move into the
main house in summer and rent the two cottages for the summer.

Charles began to lay the groundwork and raise seed-money for the renewal of the Fair during 1953.
Charles was an advance agent for small circuses and loved animals. (His mother, Sarah, however, was
not enamored of Charles' profession and used to tell her genteel friends at their tea parties and bridge
games that Charles was not "with" the circus but was "a head" of the circus since he was an advance
agent. Edith, however, said "Go ahead!"). He tried unsuccessfully to get the old fairgrounds land in
Barnstable for the re-born Fair, but then Nestor Aalto of Marstons Mills leased them land north of Race
Lane on Route 149, thus making it possible for the first new Fair to take place in 1954. It ran for the full
three days; one challenge was the Andrea Doria ship-sinking in that summer, which pushed the publicity
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for the Fair off of the front pages for a long period of time. In 1955 a combination of a hurricane and the
fear of a polio epidemic caused the Fair to open and close on the same day, with the indebtedness of
$2000 as a result. However, Charles' mother Sarah came to the rescue and loaned the money to pay off
the expenses—the loan was repaid in full later. Admission to the Fair in 1955 was $.75! In this period,
the directors of the fair included Dr. Daniel Leach, Alvin Wheeler, Hilding Hord, Robert Dowling,
Phillip Sanford, Theodore Wingorn Sr., and Mrs. Neil Pierce.

(The fair continued to be held at the Marstons Mills site until 1973 when the Agricultural Society
acquired the permanent fairgrounds on Route 151 in Hatchville, where the Fair continues to the present
time).

Edith Meyer's son John is an enthusiastic supporter of the memorabilia surrounding the Fair and recalls
his childhood days participating in the Fair as a sulky driver on the track around the fairgrounds together
with his brother. Some of the amusing elements of the Fair included: cow-milking, pie-eating, flowerarranging, cooking (pies and cookies), a horse pull, sulky racing, vegetables, a petting zoo, band
concerts, fireworks, and elephants (borrowed from Cole Brothers Circus, thanks to Charles' many

contacts'in the circus world). Every year a new act or activity was included in the Fair. Food items
included soft-drinks, ice cream, pastry, hamburgers, and hotdogs, among others.

Charles was a born showman. A favorite attraction of the Fair was the intelligent mule Bugsy. Charles
put large Pepsi-Cola wheel covers onto the hubs of a two-wheeled chariot drawn by Bugsy. Charles
would drive the chariot to the front of the grandstand where Bugsy would sit down and refuse to move.
Charles would coax and tug, without result. Finally he'd ask, "Does anyone have a Pepsi?" Given a
drink, Bugsy would then get up and pull the wagon forward to the cheers of the crowd. The two Pepsi
wheelcovers are still in the artifact collection related to the Fair. Charles loved animals, and the family
even owned a pet lion cub—Clyde—for a time. A former neighbor once came by and recalled the
braying donkeys out in back of the Meyer's house.

Edith, now 90 years old, when not tending to her two young sons in the early Fair days, helped by
staffing the booth for which she had baked cakes and pies—especially rhubarb pie with rhubarb from
their own garden. She also typed the publicity for the Fair and painted the bleachers in the back yard.
She drove an old Crosley automobile, which she called the "Doodlebug". When John was six, his father
won a toy Corvette pedal-car, which as manager he refused at first, but was persuaded to take as fairly
won.

Charles continued running the Fair until the early 1960's when the commute to his farm in New Jersey
became too much of a burden, and the collection of animals outgrew the Centerville property. The farm,
called "Assinine Acres" in Jutland, Hunterdon County, NJ had plenty of room for ponies, Sardinian
donkeys, and even a lion cub. Still in love with the show, Charles set up the Wallace and Harney Circus,
but it never took off.

The family has generously donated to the Historical Society an excellent collection of posters and
bumper stickers from nearly every year of the Fair when Charles and Edith were involved in it.

