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York, PA   -  Over 10 inches of rain had fallen in our neighborhood, and there was some question as to whether or not the outdoor concert would be cancelled.  Nonetheless, we hopped into our van and headed north. Fortunately, the rain stopped just before we crossed the Potomac River from Virginia into Maryland, and by the time we reached York, the skies were clear.

Our destination was the York Fair, which advertises itself as “America’s Oldest Fair.”  It takes place in the midst of a seven by seven block area in an older residential neighborhood in West York.  This year the fair ran for 10 days in early September, with a variety of events, booths, exhibits, and entertainment running continuously from 10 AM on weekends and noon on weekdays until closing around 11 PM each night.  The featured entertainment on our night was the singer, Gavin DeGraw.  Other evenings featured Larry the Cable Guy [a regular on the fair circuit], ZZ Top, Brooks and Dunn, with lesser known artists on the other nights.  The cost to enter the grandstand to see the show ranged from $20 to $35, although the music could be heard throughout most of the fair grounds.
Due to the steady rain during the day, the crowd was sparse.  Most of the vendors were talking to each other, lamenting their bad luck.  Apparently, in past years, up to 100 busses loaded with visitors from Baltimore, Washington, and Philadelphia came each weekend to take in the unique attractions of the fair, but this year there were no busses, apparently due to the growing number of casinos offering what the fair cannot provide, gambling.  
Typical fair food was everywhere.  I counted at least 10 separate booths offering “Elephant Ears,” a large glob of deep fat fried dough covered with powdered sugar and other sweet offerings.  These ranged in price from $5 to $7.  I also saw the largest chocolate éclair I have ever seen – it was nearly a foot in length, and sold for $7.  I did not see anyone actually purchase one of these.  What I did see someone buy was a Roast Beef Sundae.  I am not kidding.  It consists of “hot and juicy” roast beef served on top of a pile of mashed potatoes, topped with gravy – all in a sundae container.  And it also cost 7 bucks.  The winner for most disgusting food of the night, at least in my opinion, was the deep fat fried Twinkie.  It may have been one of the better food bargains at $3, and it came with powdered sugar and strawberry sauce.  There was no mention of including a referral for a local cardiologist.  The runner-up for most disgusting was the deep fat fried Oreos covered with chocolate sauce ($5).
What was not disgusting was the exhibition hall featuring farm animals.  This is one aspect of a fair which still connects city and country folk, if only the city folks will take the time to look at the animals and their proud owners.  We spent over an hour talking to a woman who raises goats near the Pennsylvania-New York border.  She had brought 35 of her goats to the fair to compete for ribbons and cash.  Judges view each animal and award prizes in a variety of categories.  Her goats had won several blue ribbons, and, as she proudly told me, she had won enough money to pay for gas to haul her rig full of goats to and from the fair, and to purchase quite a lot of hay for the winter.

When I asked why all the goats were eating hay from what appeared to be pillow cases, she explained that goats are actually very picky eaters, and will not eat hay if it is in any way soiled, such as having been walked on by other goats.  I found this explanation somewhat curious, as, while we were talking, one of her goats was munching on a cardboard sign on the side of the stall.  When I pointed this out, she laughed and said, “Oh, she is not eating that sign, she is just chewing it.”   I also learned that goats are even pickier with water.  “If you will not drink it, a goat will not drink it,” she said.  I was not convinced.
What I did learn in the exhibit hall was that there are a lot of varieties of goats, that it is still possible to make a living raising goats, that milk cows are so dramatically different in appearance from steers that they appear to be different species, that sheep are still shorn for wool in the U.S., and that feeding time for piglets from a sow is total chaos.  
It would be a significant loss for our nation if fairs like this one die out.  Try ordering an elephant ear, or learning about goats, at a casino.
I thought you might like to know.
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