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Exploring History 

1897 Fair officials raved about the Peabody loca-
tion with its large populations of Lynn, Salem 
and Peabody on one side and the extensive 
tracts of farm land to the north and west in 
Danvers, Beverly, Topsfield, and beyond.   
In the last paragraph of the President’s ad-

dress he speaks about the recent develop-

ments in the design of bicycles and that this 

might be the way that the city folks would get 

to the Fair in the future.  This was a time 

when cars were coming in and the horse and 

carriage was on the way out, and the com-

mon affordable bike was the “straight frame 

bicycle” with the old high-wheeler design also 

on the way out. 

1899 In an address to the Society regarding the 

growing of lettuce year round in greenhouses. 

It was said that the farmers of Arlington and 

Belmont were doing a great job at this and 

why can’t the farmers of Essex County do the 

same. Today, growing lettuce in a greenhouse 

over winter is something that we see often.  

1907 The Treasurer’s report stated that there was a 

mortgage on the Exhibition Grounds in Pea-

body of $6,000 held by the Warren Five Cent 

Savings Bank.  

1914 A report on the Treadwell Farm, the original 

name of the present Fairgrounds, stated that 

a 4" well was drilled in the center of the old 

surface well, to bring enough water to the 

livestock.  And, “The Society has continued to 

use the Farm for its Annual Fair, and it is the 

ideal location for such a purpose”.  So 4 years 

after leaving Peabody, the land that was for 

years used as the Society’s experimental farm 

was now hosting the Fair. 

1921 Beyond the Peabody years but inside the 
cover of that years Premium book was an ad 
from the Boston Molasses Company. Seems 
like a funny location for an ad about molas-
ses.  Why?? Farmers were just beginning to 
use silos to store livestock feed and molasses 
could have been part of that process many 
years ago.  Prohibition had just begun (1920 – 
1933) but I can’t imagine that our temper-
ance conscious farmers would use molasses 
to make rum. Also interesting to note that it 
was dated just 2 years after the great molas-
ses flood in Boston 1919 when 21 people 
were killed.  In actuality, they were using the 
molasses to manufacture explosives and mu-
nitions during this post WWI period.  They 
went on to say that 1921 would be the 100th 
Fair and “The exhibit hall should be ready to 
use.”  It took a little while but we determined 
that the New Exhibit Hall is now our Beekeep-
ing Building. Later we see an ad in that same 
1921 Premium book for: 
 
 E.H. Gilford, Carpenter and Builder in 
Topsfield,  
“The man who erected the new Exhibit Hall.” 



During the last 2 annual meetings 
of the Essex Agricultural Society, I 
have shared with you some of the 
interesting stories we uncovered 
while doing research for the book 
of history of the Essex Agricultural 
Society. 
Two years ago we distributed the 
list of towns within Essex County 
where the Fair was held during 
the itinerant years from 1820 until 
1895. We also shared with you 
lists of officers of the society dur-
ing those early years. 
And last year, I shared with you 
the stories uncovered in the An-
nual Transactions of the Society in 
1887.  You might recall Bill Fitzger-
ald’s Great Grand-Father’s essay 
on clearing farm land of stones 
and stumps by using dynamite 

and an oxen drawn plow-like devise that he had 
created himself. 
And the challenge by Mr. Nathaniel Dummer, 
owner of Glen Mills, now remembered as the 
Old Jewel Mill in Rowley, to bake the best 
bread with his premium graham flour. 
During the itinerant years (1820- 1895), the Fair 
was referred to as the Essex Agricultural Fair 
and Cattle Show or the Essex County Agricultur-
al Fair or various adaptations.  During the Pea-
body years (1895 – 1910), it still used these 
names and for several more years up to about 
1927 when it finally adopted the name 
“Topsfield Fair” and it stuck!! 
But tonight, just a few stories from the Peabody 

years, 1895 – 1910, and a few years either side 

of them.  Back in those days the Fair was a 3 or 

4 day event with the first day being the Cattle 

Show and free to the public.  On day 2, if you 

wanted to see the table exhibits and displays, 

or hear the lectures, which were located in-

doors or in a tent, you had to pay admission.  

Discovering History 

Continued 

Timeline 

1890 Exhibitors and officials in the vegetable tent 

debated the use of plates or baskets to exhib-

it their produce and the use of tags to label 

the exhibits “as are the quilts and such”.  Also 

that year there was a debate regarding admis-

sion fees at the 1891 Fair in Lawrence.  The 

previous year in Beverly most patrons paid 

their 20 cent admission with a 25 cent piece 

and each in return received a 5 cent piece for 

change. The Fair purchased $8,000 worth of 5 

cent pieces (these coins were not referred to 

in the 1890 Transactions as nickels or quar-

ters but as I have written them) necessary to 

make this change. So, they raised the adult 

admission to 25 cents with children under 12 

years of age paying 15 cents.  

1891 The 1891 Fair was held in Lawrence and they 

adopted the use of tags for the Vegetable 

exhibits but now needed to find a way to 

secure them to each plate so they didn’t get 

mixed up. I am not sure what the problem 

was here because the stapler was invented in 

1866.  But they probably didn’t have paper 

plates, maybe they were china plates and in 

that case, cellophane sticky tape was not 

invented  until 1925 and Scotch tape in 1930.  

1892 In Lawrence and officials complained because 

attendance was down due to the fact that 

factory owners did not give everyone 1/2 day 

off on opening day as was the general cus-

tom.  In 1892 there was also a debate or dis-

cussion on selecting a common vessel to 

measure and display root crops accurately 

and consistently.  We also see one of the first 

mentions of the Byfield Pig in 1892. And how 

many of you remember the Byfield Pig??  

1894 The Fair went to Haverhill where a com-
mittee was formed “to make permanent a 
home of the Society in Danvers.”  The com-
mittee of 11 members and officers was au-
thorized to spend or borrow up to $17,000 
for the acquisition of land and residents of 
Danvers offered to put up another $1,000.   
Also in 1894, James P. King of Peabody, a 

prominent member of the Society, died at 

the age of 77. 

1895 In the written record of the Society opens 
with the words “welcome to the permanent 
home of the Society in Peabody”.  The Agri-
cultural Grounds were located adjacent to 
Emerson Park in Peabody where today we 
see Fay Avenue, Ellsworth Road, the new 
memorial to Peabody’s First Responders, and 
next to land owned by the King Family.  Mr. 
King was very active in the Society and his 
passing in 1894 might have had something to 
do with the acquisition of this land by the 
Society. Next time you are in the Coolidge 
Building take a look at the map of Peabody 
on the wall in the front entry that illustrated 
just where the “Agricultural Grounds” were 
located. There was not much time between 
the acquisition and the opening of the Fair 
and they did not get everything done that 
they wanted to before the first Peabody Fair. 
The 1895 President’s address ended with the 
phrase “1896 will be better”. Also in 1985, 
saw the passing of Danvers resident Eben 
Berry of Berry Tavern fame who “in his later 
years was very anxious to have the Society 
locate permanently on his lands in Danvers”. 

1896 An address made by C.M. Blair said “the  

Society in the past summer purchased land 

and built barns, a ¼ mile track and put up 

fencing.  


