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Figure 1. A view of
the New York State
Fair in 1915. Events
included agricultur-

al promotion and
judging, speeches,
races, entertain-
ment and amuse-
ments, such as the
big wheel.

Step Right Up and Explore Our Oldest State Fair

By Jeff Stage

My hometown of Syracuse, New York is not consid-
ered a travel destination, but it certainly has its notable
benchmarks in business, history, education and personali-
ties of all sorts.

Salt was the area’s first industry dating back to 1797
and having its heyday in the 19th century, thus providing
Syracuse’s nickname as the Salt City. Typewriters, can-
dles, Stickley furniture, Syracuse China, automotive parts
and Carrier air conditioning are among the major indus-
tries that followed. Everything got bigger and grander
when the Erie Canal cut through town 200 years ago.

And, there are deep roots. The Onondaga people, for
whom our county is named, are part of the Iroquois
(Haudenosaunee) Confederacy, and have lived on this
land since the 12th century.

The longest-running touchstone for Central New Y ork-
ers is the New York State Fair (Figure 1).

The Fair’s history and importance can be traced
through philately, much of it on postcards, but also via
advertising covers and special postal cancellations. Fol-
lowing, I offer some Fair history and its philately.

The Fair’s first sponsor was the New York State Agri-
cultural Society, founded in 1832 by a group of farmers,
state legislators and others to promote agricultural im-
provement and local fairs.

Because Syracuse is near the center of the state — and
had transportation links via the Erie Canal, coach roads
and railroads — the society designated the then-village of
11,000 to host the nation’s first State Fair on September
29 and 30 (a Wednesday and Thursday), 1841. Experts
say as many as 15,000 visitors — many from the agricul-
tural industries — visited that inaugural fair.

From 1842, the fair rotated among 11 cities, including
New York City, Albany and Rochester.

By 1849, the second time Syracuse hosted, the fair
remained with a focus on agriculture, but was embracing
wider offerings, including speakers, a formal ball, demon-
strations of new technology and just plain fun. A couple
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Figure 2. A cover sent from the State Fair Commis-
sion in 1905.
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of Erie Canal workers constructed a 50
-foot-high big-wheel ride of oak and
iron with wooden bucket cars that lift-
ed thrilled fairgoers to a birds-eye view
of the site. This was 44 years before
Ferris erected his Chicago Wheel at the
World’s Columbian Exposition.

The agricultural society felt finan-
cial strain from constantly moving the
Fair and finally asked the state govern-
ment to pitch in. The state in 1889 pur-
chased 100 acres just outside the west-
ern edge Syracuse and the Fair settled
in Syracuse permanently in 1890. Syra-
cuse’s central location in the state
again had much to do with the deci-
sion. The state started running the Fair
in 1899 and in 1900 created an 11-
member commission to permanently
oversee the annual event (Figure 2).

The fairgrounds eventually grew to
today’s 375-acre site adjacent, plenty
of versatile space for the fairgrounds to
hold the State Fair and more than 300
non-fair events annually.

Despite the cost-savings measure of
permanently locating the State Fair in
Syracuse in 1900, financial strains re-
mained. Organizers worried about fail-
ure. As the fairgrounds was not yet
properly electrified, the Fair did not
host nighttime events.

The solution was a group of outsid-
ers — the Mystique Krewe — who not
only likely saved the Fair but also cre-
ated some of the event’s most intri-
guing philatelic items.

“The eleven highly successful Ka-
Noo-No Karnivals, held between 1905
and 1917, are an important part of our
history, especially with regard to the
New York State Fair,” states an article
from the Onondaga Historical Associa-
tion.

In brief, the article notes that “in
1903, the Fair was a daytime-only
event and the predominant mode of
transportation was horse and buggy, so
it was a major effort to travel all the
way to Syracuse just for the Fair.
Spearheaded by the Chamber of Com-
merce, the community’s leaders deter-
mined that evening entertainments
might draw people to Syracuse and
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keep them here to go to the Fair
the next day.”

This led to the Mystique
Krewe, which fashioned itself
after Mardis Gras events in New
Orleans, to offer 11 succeeding
years (none in 1913 and 1914) of
the Ka-Noo-No Karnival, which
offered electrified  nighttime
spectacles, mostly parades with
floats, music and homages to his-
torical events (Figure 3).

A 1910 cover (Figure 4)
shows the image of a costumed
indigenous individual at the left
and the Erie Canal moving past
City Hall at upper right.

On the back, there’s marketing
hype for the event to present
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Figure 3. Pa-
trons line the
street awaiting
a parade along
a lit up Salina
Street in down-
town Syracuse
during the Ka-
noo-no Karni-
val. The post-
card is dated
1913.

“Night Turned Into Day,” “Beautiful
Costumes” and a “Parade of Historical
Floats.”

The Ka-Noo-No Karnival ended
after 1917, but at that point “the State
Fair was doing well, and automobiles
allowed people to come for the Fair
and the evening show and still get
home to sleep in their own beds,” the
historical association story said.

Expansion and improvements in
grounds and buildings over the dec-
ades spurred growth. In 1908, the first
structure in a $2 million long-term
building plan was erected. Many more
followed in the next two decades.

The Syracuse-based Onondaga
Litholite Co. printed an advertising
card showing a contemporary con-
struction scene in the early 20th cen-

tury at the Fair (Figure 5).
The company noted it cre-
ated “all” of the stonework
seen at the fairgrounds. A
company book from 1925
noted its work at churches,
schools, banks, cemeteries,
public buildings and pri-
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http://nysfair.ny.gov/
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Figure 6. Above, a view of the fairgrounds’ main courtyard
today is not much different as that shown on this postcard
from the early 20th century.
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ate residences across the Northeast.

Onondaga Litholite’s stonework, as well as other build-
ers’ work, remains visible today and a time-traveler from
the early 20th century would be very familiar with much
of the fairgrounds (Figure 6).

Like the Onondaga Litholite Co., many businesses took
advantage over the decades to link their businesses to the
Fair. Over the decades, many types of businesses, such as
the Fair’s agricultural base to schools, linked their market-
ing to the Fair. (Figure 7).

An early gate to enter and exit the fairgrounds left an
impression (Figure 8). The long-standing Carriage En-
trance was meant to invoke a mood of entering a grand old
European city, fair or park. Someone in 1933 — perhaps
the Syracuse Stamp Club — created covers in at least two
colors showing the grand gate. That type of gate finally
gave way to simple turnstiles within a simple structure for
much of the last 60 years or so.

In 2016, though, part of a $50 million fairground reno-
vation project resulted in a new $2.5 million front gate
reminiscent of that Carriage Entrance of bygone days.
“The front gate is going to be like Disney's main gate or
the castle at Disney,” said the Fair director in 2016 as the
structure was completed. “It’s going to be where people
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get their pictures taken.” I am still looking for a postcard
showing the new gate.

Whether you were a visitor a century ago or today,
crowds could be reasonable or maddening (Figure 9). A
card from 1910 labeled “A Busy Day at the Fair” shows
a congested gathering of visitors. Another postcard I
have was mailed September 11, 1913 to Pittston, Penn-
sylvania and was written by an unsigned patron who
states, “Have spent a half a day at the Fair and have not
seen much but people.”

The annual event endures as the New York State Fair,
but has seen many alternative names over the decades
for both the event and the site.

In 1938, the Fair acquired a new name, the New York
State Agricultural and Industrial Exposition, which re-
flected closer ties to a leading industry. In 1962, the Fair
changed its name to the New York State Exposition, but
by 1967 it was back to the New York State Fair.

In 1972, the name was the New York State Super
Fair (Figure 10). For the past several decades the Fair
marketing calls the event the “Great New York State
Fair,” though formally it remains the New York State
Fair.

Statewide agriculture remains an important focus with
judging of everything from cows, pigs and crops to
homemade cooking and floral and table-setting exhibits.

And, a visit is filled with diversity. Where else in one
day can you hold a just-hatched baby chick, gawk at the
butter sculpture and a 25-foot-high sand sculpture, pet
sheep, enjoy traditional dancing from clans of the
Haudenosaunee, groove to free concerts (my long list
includes Sonny and Cher, Don McLean, Joan Jett and
Charlie Daniels), and finally, slurp 25-cent chocolate
milk from the Milk Bar?
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A View of the New York State Fair Grounds. Presented with the Compliments of Central City Business
School, Syracuse, N. Y. A Successful School Because Its Graduates Succeed. L=

Figure 7. The Central City Business School was among
the many businesses that promoted themselves via the
State Fair.
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Figure 8. A postcard from
the early 1900s shows the
State Fair’s Carriage En-

trance. In 1933, the New

York State Fair celebrated

its 93rd year. Someone
created covers that cele-
brate the fairgrounds’
iconic gate. The cachet was
created in at least two col-
ors, purple and green.
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The Fair started with a strong
focus on agriculture and remains
so. When you say New York most
people think about Manhattan and
the other boroughs of New York
City.

But agriculture is a $3.6 billion
industry in the state, according to
the state Department of Agriculture
and Markets.

The state has more than 35,000
farms, 7.8 million acres of farm-

land and places among national
leaders in several products, includ-
ing milk and cottage cheese, ap-
ples, cabbage, grapes, wine and
maple syrup. The Fair has dedi-
cated much space to agriculture
over the decades (Figure 11).

Aside from the top-name enter-
tainers who have performed at the
Fair, the event has often attracted
top state and national officials.

Visitors have included Wood-
row Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt,

Bobby Kennedy, Bill and Hillary
Clinton. Most state governors —
including the likes of Theodore
and Franklin D. Roosevelt and
Nelson Rockefeller — have visited
the Fair on Governors Day
(Figure 12).

Fair officials early on knew
that a racetrack — one that accom-
modated horses, and then vehicles
— would be an important draw to
the fairgrounds.

A dirt track was vital to the
Fair and attracted various types of
horse racing in the 1800s. Eventu-
ally, the fairgrounds was noted as
a home to harness racing, not
thoroughbreds or quarter horses.

The state legislature in 1900
appropriated $10,000 for the con-
struction of the Syracuse Mile
racetrack at the fairgrounds.

The track and its grandstand
were shared by horses, race cars
and entertainers, including the
Beach Boys, Donny and Marie
Osmond, Tina Turner and Reba
MclIntire, who in 1992 gave an
inspired a capella performance
after torrential rains prevented her
band from playing.

In 1903, legendary auto racer
Barney Oldfield drove his “Baby
Bullet” at an average of more than
60 mph a lap to win the first auto
race at the fair.
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Figure 9. This postcard mailed in 1910 is titled “A
Busy Day at Syracuse Fair.” The card was published
by Ralph Finney, Times Square Station.
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Figure 10. Marketing the Fair has seen the event called
different names. In 1972, it was the New York State Super
Fair. For many decades the Fair has been marketed as the

“Great New York State Fair.”
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Figure 11. From Day 1, the promotion of state agriculture
— as shown in this fairgrounds scene from the early 20th
century — has been a prime focus of the Fair.
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The Fair track was considered so good among the
horse set (Figure 13) that the first Hambeltonian Stakes —
the Kentucky Derby of harness racing (trotters) — was
held there in 1926. Guy McKinney (that’s the horse) won
and famed New York City Mayor Jimmy Walker came
up to present the cup.

One of the most famous, and maybe the wealthiest,
persons to ever visit the fair was Alfred Gwynne Vander-
bilt (1877-1915), the great-grandson of Commodore Cor-
nelius Vanderbilt.

Alfred Vanderbilt was an avid horseman who enjoyed
fox hunts and driving coaches and carriages, often while
perfectly coiffed in top hat and tails.

A postcard with a September 11, 1907 postmark
(Figure 14) shows the “Vanderbilt Party leaving the New
York State Fairgrounds, Syracuse.” It appears Alfred

GOV. HUGHES SPEAKING AT SYRACUSE FAIR, ¢
SYRACUSE,N.Y.

1 3
Pub. by Ralph Finney, Times Square Station, N. V. City.

Figure 12. Charles Evans Hughes visited the New York
State Fair during his term as governor, 1907-1910. Hughes
went on to be 11th chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court,
1930-1941.

holds the reins as a man at the rear bugles so I think this
is an “arrival,” not a departure as the card states.

Vanderbilt died a noble and tragic death at the age of
37.

He, a friend and a valet were traveling to an interna-
tional horse show in England on the RMS Lusitania on
May 7, 1915 when the ship was torpedoed by a German
U-boat off the coast of Ireland. Vanderbilt and his party
helped children into lifeboats as the doomed ship quickly
took on water and sank in 18 minutes.

Witnesses said the wealthy New Yorker gave his life
jacket to a woman and her infant child, both of whom
were among the 764 survivors. Vanderbilt and 1,197 oth-
ers perished.

So, is there any actual mail out there posted to or from the
State Fair? After all, it’s been around since 1841, 21 years

SYRACUSE CHILLED PLOW CO.
SYRACUSE, N. Y.

Figure 13. Harness racing was a popular activity for many decades at the New

after Syracuse gained its first post of-
fice.
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The main Syracuse Post Office
placed a mobile postal unit (a trailer
adapted to postal needs) at the Fair for
a couple of years in the late 1980s, or
SO.

The trailer demonstrated this tempo-
rary facility that could be moved to lo-
cales that had suddenly lost its post of-
fice to factors such as fire or bad
weather. The visit to the Fair allowed
me to create a couple of philatelic Fair
items (Figure 15).

In 1990, the coincidental issuance of

York State Fair. This handsome advertising cover from 1909 shows three sulk-
ies racing down the Fair’s homestretch in front of the grandstand.
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the first Circus Wagon stamp at the
Empex Stamp Show in Syracuse al-
lowed me to obtain a joint Empex/
Fair cover (Figure 16).

Today, even though the fair-
grounds operates throughout the year,
there are no mailboxes on site. [ won-
der if there ever was an actual post
office on the fairgrounds where mail

Figure 14. The Vanderbilt party, above, arrives at the
New York State Fair in the early 1900s. Vanderbilt was
one of the country’s wealthiest men and a regular at the
New York State Fair’s driving shows and competitions.
Although the card says the party is “leaving,” the fan-
fare and background implies an arrival.

Vanderbilt
Party leav-
ing New
York State
Fair
Grounds,
Syracuse

Alfred Gwynne Van-
derbilt, in formal
dress (Courtesy Li-
brary of Congress).

tery and allows me to continue the
hunt.

Even though I have lived most of
my life in greater Syracuse, it’s only
been a few years since I started col-
lecting New York State Fair philate-
ly, but it’s a blast. I recommend
anyone looking for a new collecting
area to try checking out an event of
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Figure 15. The author created a cover
featuring the 1986 U.S. Black Bear
stamp on a Guide to Hunting the
Black Bear pamphlet in 1987 when
the Syracuse Post Office placed its

was processed? That remains a mys-
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emergency trailer at the Fairgrounds.
A 1988 pictorial cancellation is simi-
lar to that from the previous year but
notes New York state’s bicentennial.
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Figure 16. In 1990, the Federation of New York Philatelic
Societies sponsored a stamp show which saw the formal
release of the 5-cent Circus Wagon stamp. The show was
held at the same time as the New York State Fair, which
prompted a nice opportunity to create a cover featuring the
show, the stamp and the Fair.
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