
went on to describe the city ashaving been “overrun by pick-pockets and robbers during thefair,” and said that “the methodsused in separating the sightseersfrom their money were bothunique and original.”
Home ComingsWhile the popularity of thecarnival company street fairsbegan to wane in the early 20thcentury, public gatherings andentertainment remained the mostpopular leisure time activities inthose pre-radio, television, andinternet days. A spark did remain, and recog-nizing the potential inherent in astreet fair as a way to promotebusiness and community while atthe same time providing a sourceof entertainment for local andarea residents, Arcola hosted aProducts and Home Coming Fairin 1909. Home Coming Fairs,which were the national trend,provided all of the benefits of theoriginal street fairs but instead ofturning over control to an outsidecarnival company, communitiesformed committees that plannedand essentially “policed” theevents.  Amusement companies werehired for shows and rides, butthey were only part of the eventswhich now focused on localentertainments as well, such asthe naming a queen for the event,in providing a big name talent todraw lots of visitors, and as thename suggests, they became anopen invitation to invite everyoneto come together and come home.In preparation for the firstHome Coming Fair in 1909, theArcola Chamber of Commerceappointed Thomas Monahan Sr.as general chair of the HomeComing Committee. It was a roleand a responsibility that Thomas

Monahan would continue toaccept throughout the history ofArcola’s Home Comings from1909 to 1941, at which time hishealth began to decline.Thomas Monahan’s grandson,Pat Monahan, said he remembershis father telling him how his(Pat’s)  grandfather would travelaround the county looking foracts to bring to Arcola in an effortto make the Home Comings “asgood as they could possibly be.”The Home Coming Committeedecided to hold a fair every fiveyears but after the 1926 fair theydecided to change to every threeyears. They events did varyslightly from that schedule, goingsix years between the 1914 eventand 1920 event and six yearsfrom 1920 to 1926. The fairs fol-lowed the tri-annual schedulefrom 1929 to 1941 with theexception that there was no fairin 1932, which was most likelydue to it being the height of theGreat Depression and a fair wasnot a priority with so many peo-ple struggling financially.The 1941 Home Coming Fairwas the last of the Home Comingevents, most likely due to thedecline in the long-time chair’s

health after this event, ThomasMonahan Sr. passed away in1945, and due to America’sinvolvement in World War II,which changed priorities andcommunities, as so many of theyoung men and women left hometo join the military or do warwork, and so many resourceswere rationed.   Arcola would hold one moreHome Coming in 1955 as thetown celebrated its 100th birth-day with a CentennialHomecoming Celebration. In 1971, Arcola revived itslong and treasured street fair tra-dition with the first BroomcornFestival. The annual event willhold its 52nd Broomcorn Festivalin 2023. The earlier street fairsand home comings were part of atrend, most communities heldsimilar events as they were anaccepted form of entertainmentat the time.  But the revival of theArcola street fair tradition withthe Broomcorn Festival, creatinga now 123-years-old tradition,creating a truly special traditionand making this Arcola traditiontruly unique. 
ChautauquasThe Chautauqua was a socialmovement of the late 19th andearly 20th centuries that weremeant to educate, provide cul-ture, and entertain attendees,with speakers, teachers, musi-cians, showmen, preachers, andspecialists of the day presentingprograms in what was referred toas a “summer camp” format forfamilies. Chautauqua assembliesexpanded rapidly throughout theearly 20th century. PresidentTheodore Roosevelt referred tothem as “the most American thingin America.”In 1904, two young mennamed Keith Vawter and RoyEllison created the “circuitChautauquas” or “tentChautauquas,” by forming aChautauqua organization thatwould come to town, pitch its tentand provide a planned program,which allowed the organization’spresenters to move on to the nexttown after their presentations,allowing for them to hold multi-ple Chautauquas simultaneously. There was much criticism ofthe “tent Chautauqua” format,which many felt cheapened theconcept and lowered the stan-dards, but it helped spread theChautauqua concept throughoutrural America and by the 1920s,the circuit Chautauquas wereappearing in 10,000 communitiesthroughout the United States andreaching an audience of morethan 45 million people. Most Central Illinois commu-nities, including Arcola, were partof the Chautauqua circuitthroughout the early 20th centu-ry. By the mid-1920s, the popu-

larity of the Chautauqua began towane and that seems to be thecase for Arcola. Arcola held its firstChautauqua in 1915 and its last in1925, all of which were held atthe City Park on the South Side oftown, bounded by South Pine andSouth Locust Streets on the eastand west, and East 1st StreetSouth and East 2nd Street Southon the north and south. The firstChautauqua introduced Arcola toone of its most famous visitors,the renowned lecturer Miss HelenKeller. But by the 1920s, enthusiasmfor the events seemed to havebeen lost. The Chautauqua circuitrequired each community to selltickets for the following year dur-ing each event in order for thecommunity to be included in thenext year’s circuit. By 1923 and1924, the citizens of Arcola failedto sell a third of the ticketsrequired for the following yearwhich is an indication that theymovement had run its course.Newspaper coverage of theevents, which once covered everydetail of the events, only men-tioned the 1923 and 1924 ArcolaChautauquas as an afterthought.After the 1924 Chautauqua, theAug. 21, 1924, Tuscola Journalhumorously reported that inter-est in the Arcola Chautauquas had“sagged so much that the promot-ers began to suspect that[Arcolians] did not care to beuplifted.”The last Arcola Chautauquawas held in 1925. Three daysafter the event closed, the MutualMorgan Company, which pro-duced the Arcola Chautauqua,announced that they would nothold another Chautauqua inArcola because of a perceivedlack of interest. The Chautauqua now seemslike a quirky footnote in our localand national history, but it isimportant to note the eventswere a large part of our commu-nity landscape and to rememberthe social ramifications theybrought throughout the early20th century, affecting and shap-ing nearly every community. Likeany trend, they are an importantpiece of  our collective story.
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The 1955 Centennial Homecoming parade.

Article reporting the Arcola Chamber of Commerce
appointed Thomas Monahan as chair of the “Home Coming
celebration” committee for the 1929 Home Coming.
Monahan was credited for the success of the 1926 celebra-
tion. It was also decided that the events would be held
every three years rather than every five years going for-
ward, Decatur-Herald, Aug. 9, 1928. 

Ad for the 1935 Arcola
Home Coming fair which
featured the Ozzie Nelson
Dance Orchestra, Decatur
Daily Review, July 28, 1935.

Souvenir card from the 1898 Broomcorn Carnival and
Free Street Fair from Ewald’s Grocery, note the card says
“Souvenir Arcola’s First Street Fair.”

Published each Wednesday at Arcola, Illinois,118 E Main St., Arcola, IL 61910Phone 217.268.4950
Like us on Facebook: 

www.facebook.com/ArcolaRecordHerald

Greg Hoskins, Publisher
ghoskins@heraldpubs.com

David Porter, Regional Managing Editor
presseditor1@gmail.com217.991.0935

Stephanie Wierman, 
Regional Manager/Advertising Director

swierman@consolidated.net

Nancy Rairden, Composing Room Manager
arcolarecordherald@gmail.com

SUBSCRIPTIONS in Douglas, Coles & Moultriecounties: $50/year. Elsewhere (U.S.), $60/year.
(10% discount for seniors)

ARCOLA RECORD-HERALD (USPS 029820)published weekly in Arcola, Illinois, © Copyright 2023.All rights reserved. Volume 156, number 36Date of issue: Wednesday, January 11, 2023
POSTMASTER: Please send address changes toARCOLA RECORD-HERALD, 118 E. Main Street,Arcola, IL 61910Periodical postage paid at Arcola, Illinois.

Fairs
From page 2

A replica of the first Broomcorn Palace which was cre-
ated for the 1898 Free Street Fair sits at the center of activ-
ity on Main Street, Arcola during the first Broomcorn
Festival in 1971. Arcola celebrated its 51st Broomcorn
Festival in 2022, Decatur Herald & Review file photo.

A Broomcorn Palace sits at the center of activity on
Main Street, Arcola as the town prepares for a Broomcorn
Festival in 1970s. Arcola celebrated its 51st Broomcorn
Festival in 2022.

Betty McClanahan, Arcola
High School Class of 1938.

Arcola's Elizabeth Carroll
was named Centennial
Homecoming Queen in
1955.

Image of the Soybean Exhibit which was touted as the
“Center of Attraction” at the 1941 Arcola Home Coming
Fair, Decatur Herald, Aug. 1, 1941.

Ad for the 1941 Arcola
Home Coming fair which
featured the Lawrence
Welk Orchestra and the
Soybean Exhibit, Decatur
Daily Review, July 30, 1941.

Ad for the 1915 Arcola Chautauqua to be held Aug. 18-
22 which featured Helen Keller, lecturer, author, and dis-
ability rights and political activist, Tuscola Journal, Aug. 12,
1915.


