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Goshen, IN - As I did a leisurely stroll around the attractions at this year’s Elkhart County 4-H Fair, I found myself hoping that many of our fellow citizens had the opportunity to be here for an afternoon.  I think that most might find it not only entertaining, but also educational.
I doubt that most folks living in large metropolitan areas have any idea what “4-H” is.   It is a youth organization begun over 100 years ago in the rural community of Clark County, Ohio; the members called it “The Tomato Club” or the “Corn Growing Club.” The impetus to get youngsters involved was based on research conducted in the late 1800’s which showed they were far more likely to accept new farming methods being pursued in agricultural universities than older farmers.  The idea was to introduce new methods and ideas to these children so that they might share them with adults.  About the same time as the Ohio club was formed, similar youth groups began in farming communities in Minnesota and others mid-western states.  By 1910 a logo consisting of a 4-leaf clover with an H on each leaf was introduced;  soon all the new clubs were being called “4-H clubs” (for Head, Heart, Hands, and Health). Four years later Congress passed the Smith-Lever Act which created the Cooperative Extension System, a partnership of the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (part of the Department of Agriculture), land-grant universities, and over 3000 county agricultural offices around the U.S.  This act also enabled 4-H programs to spread rapidly in agricultural regions across America.  Today 4-H clubs are in every state and can even be found in some suburban and inner-city areas (although I suspect that many of these are few and far between).
What I do know is that 4-H is thriving here in northern Indiana.  This fair is huge and attracts over 200,000 visitors during its annual 9-day run.  Although it is reputed to be the “third largest county fair in the country,” I can find no documentation to support the claim.  This fair has all the carnival-type attractions which you can find in most county and state fairs: a Ferris Wheel; wacky performers (e.g., Kachunga and the Alligator, the Rhinestone Roper, and the obligatory dinosaur show); performances by musicians (at least one country singer); a demolition derby (if you have never seen one, google it and put it on your must-see-someday list); harness racing (and betting); Midway carnival rides, tractor pulls, a rodeo, fireworks, and, of course, nearly countless food stands selling every conceivable deep-fat fried concoction imaginable.  In addition to fried Snickers bars, which I have seen at most fairs, one which caught my eye was the mint chocolate Oreos on a stick fried in a vat of boiling grease.  Of course, I had to try one.  Impression:  never again.
But the heart of this fair is the 4-H agricultural exhibits featuring competitions with judges awarding ribbons for the best animals.  Each is given to a 4-H member who proudly displays her animals (most presenters were girls) which they have raised and cared for.  Ribbons are awarded for a multitude of categories.  As I passed through each of the barns, youngsters were often inside the pens feeding, watering, and grooming their animals with great care.  There were separate barns for sheep, swine, beef, dairy animals, goats, dogs, cats, rabbits, poultry, and draft horses.  My favorite was a birthing area where you might just see some animals come into the world.  I saw one huge sow (female pig) nursing 16 !!!! newly born piglets (the runt was clearly visible...it was a slugfest to get to the mother’s nipples).   I was told by the girl who was the proud owner of these pigs that 16 nipples is unusual....most sows have 10-14.  She proudly told me that only 5% of pigs have 16 nipples.   Who knew?
Because I raised rabbits as a youngster on our farm in Kentucky, I spent nearly 30 minutes in the rabbit barn looking at the multitude of breeds while talking to the youngsters showing them.  At one time I had over 300 rabbits on our farm, but I never groomed them for show.  They were strictly for sale as either pets or as dinner for paying customers.  I did not ask if the owners here if they ate any of their rabbits, but I suspect that they did....those of us on farms view animals through a different prism.
As I mentioned earlier, I think that a lot of Americans in urban and suburban areas might gain an improved understanding of how people in rural areas think and act if they could mingle and talk to folks at these fairs.  It is a different life.
Oh, I was a 4-H member myself as a teen, but I must confess that while here in Goshen 60 years later I could not recall what the 4 H’s stood for.  Not even that mint chocolate Oreo on a stick could help me remember.  
I thought you might like to know.
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