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A blue ribbon for history
ate in September, inside the Arkansas Farm Bureau 
Arts and Crafts Building at the State Fair Complex 
in Little Rock, long display tables were quickly 
filling up with the handiwork of Arkansans eager 

to take their shot at a blue ribbon over the coming weeks: 
Jars of honey, scrapbooks, embroidery projects, and more. 
But towards the back of the hall, precious table space has 
been given over to the past.

That’s where Deb Crow, the fair’s competitive events 
administrator, has laid out the aerial photo of the State Fair 
grounds in North Little Rock from 1941. A typewritten 
budget from the 1926 fair (which cost less than $27,000 
to put on). Ribbons from the 1918 State Fair held in 
Jonesboro. And there’s the postcard she bought on eBay 

— the one marking the 1906 Arkansas State Fair.
That’s more than a century of history for an event that, 

at least officially, is celebrating its 64th run starting this 
week.

“We’ve been continuous since 1946 — it’s our 64th year 
here” at the current site, said Crow. “We’re trying to figure 
out how to count back. Have we really been around since 
1906 and missed our 100th year?”

It’s an interesting problem to have. Interesting enough 
that Jim Ross, an assistant professor of history at the 
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, has put in many 
hours helping sort through the archives and track down 
related historic materials to shed more light on the history 
of the state’s premier agricultural exposition. 

“The story encompasses the whole state,” said Ross. “It 
really was a state fair. I think it’s important for people to 
know this fair has been in several places, especially with 
the current conversation about moving the fair — it is not 
unprecedented.”

So where else has the State Fair been held? Apparently 
it started in Hot Springs in 1906, where it was held at 
Oaklawn Park for several years. It was in Jonesboro for a 
single year in 1918, and from 1921 through 1929 it was 
held in Little Rock in the Fair Park neighborhood, where 
War Memorial Stadium is now. It spent the late ’30s and 
early ’40s in North Little Rock, was in Pine Bluff in 1943, 
then was canceled until World War II ended and it opened 
in the current location in 1946.
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Participants create a giant flag in the stands of the State Fair to mark a visit by President Theodore Roosevelt. 
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And there are tidbits from every one of those eras in the 
archives — many of which will be put on display in a new 
museum in time for this year’s State Fair. Located in a long, 
narrow building just behind the Arts and Crafts Building, 
Crow says it will be filled with photos, old fair programs, 
ribbons, newspaper clippings, and other memorabilia, all of 
which will be arranged in chronological order so visitors will 
get a clear idea of the fair’s timeline.

“It’s been fun,” said Crow. “It’s been very, very fun to do 
this. We had to do something to preserve our history.”

In its current incarnation, Ross said, the State Fair is 
the brainchild of Col. T.H. Barton (the namesake of Barton 
Coliseum), an oil man from El Dorado who realized that 
if the heavily agricultural economy in the state of Arkansas 
was going to prosper, it needed to move away from cotton 

and towards livestock. Drawing on the expertise of the 
agricultural agents of the Extension Service at the University 
of Arkansas at Fayetteville, Barton designed the fair to be not 
just a livestock show, but a place farmers could learn better 
techniques and methods, find better stock, and realize they 
would make better money with animals than cotton, which 
was in a downward spiral from its former position as king of 
all Southern crops. In 1931, Ross explained, cotton sold for 5 
cents a pound, but cost 7 cents a pound to produce.

Barton started a State Fair in 1938 and a lot of the 
financing came out of his own pocket; it was a money-losing 
venture for him for several years. So he approached the state 
about helping find financing for the endeavor. There he 
found an ally in state Sen. Clyde Byrd of El Dorado, who 
came up with a way to get badly needed cash.

“In 1942 or 1943, in 
the middle of the war, [the 
state] was selling bauxite to 
the federal government,” 
said Ross. Bauxite ore is 
where the aluminum used 
in airplanes came from. 
“Byrd puts a rider on the 
sale that says $100,000 went 
to the State Fair.”

Organizers also sold 
share certificates across 
the state at $25 apiece, said 
Ross, which raised “a lot of 
money” for the fair. It also 

Top: The fair’s competitive events administrator, Deb Crow, works on a display of historical items at this year’s state fair. Above left: The past 20 years in state fair pins. Above right: 
An aerial photo of the fairgrounds when the events were held in North Little Rock. Right: A blue ribbon with a misprinted date — 1191 instead of 1911.
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played the crucial role of making this a statewide effort, not 
just a Little Rock fair, he said.

Just such a certificate will be among the items displayed 
this year. So will a 1911 blue ribbon on which the date was 
erroneously printed “1191.” There will be racing forms 
from the days when betting on the horses was one of the 
fair’s major draws, and flyers for attractions like the cart-
pulling ostriches from Osterloh Farm. There’s also a photo 
of Theodore Roosevelt addressing a State Fair crowd in Hot 
Springs on Oct. 10, 1910 — 100 years ago this Sunday.

Crow and Ross are hoping the new museum will 
prompt people to dig out their own — or their parents’ or 
grandparents’ — memorabilia and share it with the State 
Fair, either as a loan so it can be copied or as a gift to be 
archived permanently and used for future displays. And it 
doesn’t matter how insignificant the item seems.

“Deeds, tax records, blueprints, slides, anything,” said 
Crow, adding that they are especially lacking in records 
from the years it was held at the Fair Park location.

Ross noted that the real gold mine amidst the archives is 
the extremely detailed minutes of old State Fair commission 
meetings — books that were going to be discarded by the 
family of the secretary who took the minutes until they 
decided to offer them up to the fair.

“They have every word that was spoken,” he marveled. 
“You can actually watch how these men who met in the 
Marion Hotel, Room 201, how their brains worked.”

What if you don’t have any material items from fairs 
past? Well, even a fond State Fair memory would be 
a welcome addition, says State Fair Complex General 
Manager Ralph Shoptaw.

“A lady once told me, ‘When I was a kid, my daddy 

took me to the State Fair and I got to shake hands with Roy 
Rogers!’” he recalled.

Whatever its form, any historical record that would 
help shed light on what has become a pretty significant 
project would be welcome, because it will help shore up an 
important part of the state’s history.

“Check upstairs, see what you’ve got in the attic,” Ross 
said. “Let us help preserve it.”

Above: Ribbons from 1918 when the fair was held in Jonesboro.

“They have every word that was 
spoken. You can actually watch how 

these men who met in the Marion Hotel, 
Room 201, how their brains worked.”

— JIM ROSS, ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AT UALR
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