cial
o
s
e
h
t
g
din
irs.
Understan
a
f
a
i
n
r
o
f
i
l
f Ca
impacts o

Fairs play a vital role in their communities, 365 days a year. Yet, they
rarely take the opportunity to tout the tremendous value they contribute
to the fabric of our towns, cities and states. That’s why the Blue Ribbon
Foundation, the nonprofit charitable arm of Western Fairs Association,
produces this annual report showcasing the most compelling and positive
stories taking place at fairgrounds throughout California.

An annual report produced by the Blue Ribbon Foundation with support from the
California Department of Food and Agriculture’s Division of Fairs and Expositions.
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Del Norte County Fair // Quilting for Wounded Troops

CARING FOR
THE WOUNDED
T

340 quilts sent to
injured American
soldiers overseas

he quilts up in Del Norte County have stories to tell
that have nothing to do with needles and thread.
When area quilters make their quilts they know they
are dealing with blood, sweat, tears and a passion for
wounded American veterans.
That’s why, throughout the year, the Lighthouse Quilt
Guild makes and sends quilts overseas to soothe the
damaged bodies and psyches of United States soldiers
wounded in combat.
“All of us have had family members or personal
experience with the service,” says Ruth Burrell, the Guild
member who coordinates the program. “It is important
that our troops know they are not alone, forgotten or
unappreciated back home.”
A small group within the Guild painstakingly stitches
together 10 quilts a month. They use designs that have
been created by community members, who select different
swatches of fabric to develop the patterns.
When completed, the quilts are shipped off by the
local Red Cross, which pays the freight, to a military hospital in Germany, where vets from Iraq and Afghanistan
go to mend and heal from the trauma of war. So far the
group has made 340 quilts.
The Guild’s major fundraiser takes place at the Del
Norte County Fair, where they sell raffle tickets for one
of their masterpieces. The Quilting for Wounded Troops
program is just one project for the Guild, which also raises
money for scholarships and breast cancer research.
Caring for the wounded, it’s what fairs do.

ALL ACCESS

Orange County Fair // Kids’ Book Drive

FIGHTING
ILLITERACY
R

60,000 children’s
books donated in
a single day

eading between the lines at the Orange County Fair,
you’ll find a big-hearted commitment to fighting
illiteracy in the area.
As part of its We Care Wednesday events, the
fairgrounds granted free admission to any fairgoer who
donated one new children’s book, or three used ones, at
the gate. Partners included the Los Angeles Times and
Ray Cammack Shows, a longtime advocate for literacy who
donated one free ride ticket for each book donation.
The 2010 result was worthy of a front-page headline: Nearly 24,000 Patrons Donate 60,000 Books for
Kids. That was a jaw-dropping 249 percent increase over
the previous year. The books are sorted, classified and
distributed throughout the area by the Orange County
Department of Education.
“It was an unbelievable show of support,” says Steve
Beazley, the CEO of the Orange County Fair & Event
Center. Dozens of volunteers worked double time to
keep up with the donations. “There were so many books
it looked like a bookstore had exploded,” says Beazley.
Some conservative math would suggest that piled
high, all the books from that single day would reach 2,500
feet—almost a half mile. Now that’s a tall tale.
Fighting illiteracy, it’s what fairs do.

Nevada County Fair // Treat Street Fundraising

Y

ou won’t be able to taste the secret ingredient in the
pulled pork sandwiches sold at the Nevada County
Fair. And, you won’t find it on any spice rack. But everyone who dines at the Rotary Club’s booth enjoys every
morsel knowing that the money they just spent will go to
scholarships for local kids and even help eradicate polio in
places like Africa.
And the Rotary Club has great neighbors on Treat
Street where more than 30 community-based organizations hang their respective shingles at the fairgrounds.
The area has been designated for food booths staffed by
nonprofits that fund their good works year-round through
proceeds from the fair. No one minds if the corn dog line
is long or if they have to wait for the pasties to cook,
because they know the vendors only have five days to
fund projects that will improve peoples’ lives throughout
the year.
The nonprofits raise an estimated $400,000 from $1.1
million in gross at the fair.
“For many of these groups Treat Street sales represent their sole source of funding,” says Sandy Woods,
the fair’s CEO. “For years we have made it a conscious
decision to give local nonprofits, rather than commercial
vendors from out of the area, a priority.”
Even though the State owns the property Treat
Street occupies, the vendors take pride in the upkeep
of their shops. Because these are local charities, Nevada
County fairgoers often have direct relationships with the
various agencies.
“There are too many examples to count,” says Woods.
“We have one local woman whose daughter has special
needs and uses a wheelchair. They come to the fair every
year and make it a point to buy tempura from the Association for the Developmentally Disabled, a group that has
helped the girl.” There’s just no having a bad meal in such
a good place.
Fundraising for local causes, it’s what fairs do.
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$400,000 raised
for local nonprofits
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FUNDRAISING FOR
LOCAL CAUSES

Antelope Valley Fair // Annual 4.0 Student Recognition Dinner

I

n 2002, Brad Jackson was a proud father in the Lancaster area who noticed that there wasn’t a lot of fanfare
for area high school students, including his own daughter,
who succeeded in graduating with a cumulative 4.0 grade
point average.
So he held a modest dinner event at the Antelope
Valley Fairgrounds, renting space and paying for the
festivities out of his own pocket, with assistance from the
local athletic club. His idea took off and ballooned to an
event honoring hundreds of local students in the area. But
existing resources weren’t able to accommodate the success and rapid growth.
Just as Jackson was planning to announce the need
to cancel the event, the board of the Friends of the Antelope Valley Fair, Inc. and the board of the Antelope Valley
Fair stepped in.
“This is something we felt we needed to do to support a great program in the community,” says Dan Jacobs,
the fair’s CEO. “It’s a great example of how we try to pick
up and sustain worthwhile local causes.”
This year, the community is honoring more than 300
perfect students from 16 area high schools. And the event
is an annual favorite at the fairgrounds. Jackson, who
remains active in the program, notes that these aren’t just
good students, but great kids, who are leaders in sports,
clubs, student government and community groups. On average, the 4.0 students log more than 100 volunteer hours
of community service.
“It’s tremendously gratifying to see the event survive
and thrive so kids throughout our region can be recognized
for being perfect students and special young adults,” says
Jackson. “I can think of nothing more important than making educational success and community service recognized
values in our area.”
Honoring perfection, it’s what fairs do.

300+ area high
school students
graduate with 4.0s
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HONORING
PERFECTION
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Amador County Fair // Miwok Village, Native American Cultural Exhibit

PRESERVING
HISTORY
C

About 3,500 Miwok
Indians still live in
California

ontrary to popular belief, California’s history did not
begin with the Gold Rush. Centuries before the first
gold nugget was panned at Sutter’s Mill, it was Native
Americans who were calling the Golden State home.
The Amador County Fair not only showcases this
important chapter of our State’s past but also preserves
it at the Miwok Village exhibit—ensuring the culture stays
alive well into the future.
“Californians need to know their history and recognize the contributions of Native American Californians,”
says Troy Bowers, the fair’s CEO. He added that many
residents with Miwok blood still live in the area and are
active in keeping the exhibit alive, relevant and interactive. By some estimates, about 3,500 Miwoks still live in
the State.
The fair takes advantage of its proximity to Indian
Grinding Rock State Park and incorporates Indian Education
and the Sierra Native American Council in its educational outreach.
An enduring fixture at the fair is a roundhouse (or sacred space) built by hand with the same techniques and
materials used by the Miwoks living thousands of years
ago. This engineering marvel, fairgoers say, is also the
best place to cool off and take a break during a steamy
fair visit.
Mary Baugh, a talented and prolific basket-maker
strives to keep her Miwok culture alive by teaching
children how to weave them, blade by blade, out of the
bunch grass, red bud and sedge willow growing wild at
the perimeter of the roundhouse.
She knows people like her and venues like the Miwok
Village offer the best hope that such intricate skills and
way of life can be preserved.
“I want to help educate the new generations,” says
Baugh, “so our tradition is carried on.”
Preserving history, it’s what fairs do.
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El Dorado County Fair // Protecting Students After a School Shooting

PROVIDING A
SAFE HAVEN
I

500 students
kept safe

n January, gunshots at a local elementary school shattered the normally tranquil Northern California foothill
life in Placerville. A lone gunman had murdered the town’s
beloved principal at Schnell Elementary School.
The students, unaware of the tragic violence, were
whisked away to the only place large enough to serve
as a safe haven for roughly 500 students—the El Dorado
County Fairgrounds.
“We don’t have big hotels and conference centers, so
the fairgrounds is the community meeting place during
happy occasions, and unfortunately, tragic ones too,” says
Jody Gray, the CEO of the fairgrounds. “It was amazing
how everyone came together during this horrendous situation to protect our children.”
While three law enforcement agencies used the
fairgrounds as their staging area, the primary role of the
fairgrounds was to shield and house the school children
until their parents could come and take them home.
A lot of parents were distressed and desperate to
reunite with their children. A system was put in place to
ensure that the right children went with their legal parents or other legal guardians.
“You have to be overprotective in this type of situation and make sure all the adults are really who they say
they are,” says Gray. She said the fair staff, school officials,
business people and volunteers all pulled together to
bring order to a very chaotic and stressful situation.
In the days following the shooting, the fairgrounds
received letters and calls from grateful officials, parents
and residents. And another school district even asked
to use the site as its future emergency location. This
isn’t uncommon. For years, the Red Cross and Office of
Emergency Services have used the fairgrounds in times
of trouble. “It’s not a big deal for us,” says Gray.
Providing a safe haven, it’s what fairs do.

Big Fresno Fair // Japanese American Prisoner Memorial

T

he passage of time not only threatens to dim important
lessons of history, it can erase them entirely.
This was in danger of occurring at the Big Fresno Fair,
where overgrown trees and bushes had obscured a longago placed plaque noting the role the fairgrounds played
during a dark episode of American history: The internment
of Japanese Americans during World War II.
Fair CEO John Alkire took notice and proposed a
modest, but substantially more appropriate memorial. He
contacted the local Japanese American Citizens League
to share his plans and seek $30,000 in sponsorship funds
to make it happen. But the community had far grander
plans, coming back with more than $200,000 in private
funding and blueprints for a fountain, a serenity garden
and granite walls upon which to etch the names of more
than 5,000 internees.
The importance of a fitting memorial is deeply imprinted in the Sansei, or third generation, of Japanese
Americans.
“We owe our successes to our parents and grandparents,” says Dale Ikeda, chair of the League’s Central Valley
District Council. “They removed the specter of ‘disloyalty’ of
Japanese Americans so that we could pursue the America
Dream on our own merits.”
Ikeda, a local judge and civil rights advocate, also
says the memorial is important to reinforce an important
history lesson: It takes all of us to ensure liberty and justice for all.
Alkire echoed that sentiment and the value of the
memorial, which is being built in three phases. “It’s
great to have carnival rides and entertainment, but a
big responsibility of our fairgrounds is to also protect
and preserve our history. It is hard to put into words
how emotional and significant the Japanese American
memorial is to our entire community.”
Remembering our past, it’s what fairs do.

5,000+ Japanese
Americans interned
as prisoners at the
Fresno County
Fairgrounds during
World War II
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REMEMBERING
OUR PAST

Alameda County Fair // Puppy Party Palooza

I

f there ever was a Woodstock for dogs and lovers of
their species, it was the 2010 Puppy Party Palooza at the
Alameda County Fair.
The dog fest provided the opportunity for families and
individuals to have dog-centered fun. But more importantly,
the public was able to adopt rescue dogs and share in the
message and purpose of dog-oriented nonprofit organizations and dog-focused community agencies.
“A lot of fairs have adoptions, but we wanted to take
things to a new and multi-dimensional level,” says April
Mitchell, the Event Sales & Marketing Manager for the
Alameda County Fair. “We wanted more than just an entertaining Frisbee show, so we challenged our partners to
create something unprecedented.”
And did they ever.
The fair and Rocket’s K-9 Comets, the owner of the
Puppy Party Palooza attraction, worked directly with more
than 50 different organizations and agencies during the
fair—from breed-specific adoption groups to police K-9
units and guide dogs for the blind.
Government agencies demonstrated how police dogs
are used daily for bomb detection, and search and rescue.
Fairgoers were treated with an educational show called PupE-Harmony that matched specific dog breeds to possible
owners based on personality and lifestyle, and learned how
to take care of dogs from nutrition and grooming to training
tips. Exciting educational dog shows were held in between the
presentations given by the nonprofits and community agencies.
But the most heartwarming and popular aspect of the
17-day event was the adoption center, where dogs and people were allowed to meet and interact to determine if they
were good matches. Twenty nonprofit dog rescue groups
brought up to 30 dogs a day for the public to meet firsthand
(or paw). A total of 121 dogs were adopted during the event.
“It was enormously gratifying to not just entertain the
public,” says Mitchell, “but to educate our community and
save so many beautiful animals from being euthanized.”
Rescuing animals, it’s what fairs do.
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121 dogs adopted
and saved from
being euthanized
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Trinity County Fair // Homestead Western History Exhibit

TEACHING
GENERATIONS
W

20,000 visitors
to the exhibit of
the West

e live in age when kids are growing up thinking food
and household items come from nowhere else but
stores. They have no inkling that people actually used to
make their own soap, candles and other important products.
Sure, you can tell a child how their grandfather used
to dip girls’ ponytails in the desk inkwell way back before
students had laptop computers at school. But if they can
actually see and touch an old wooden desk and inkwell
you might grab their attention.
And that’s exactly what they do at the Trinity County
Fair, where the most popular destination is the Homestead
Western History Exhibit.
“We want to show the younger generations how people lived and worked in the old days here in Trinity County,”
says Jerry Fulton, Trinity County Fair’s CEO. “By bringing
the 1800s to life, kids gain a better appreciation for what
they now take for granted. It’s important that they know
that we had chalkboards long before smart boards.”
More than 20,000 people have been taught this
important history lesson, Fulton says.
The one-room school is part of the larger Homestead
Exhibit that recreates scenes from country life in an earlier,
more innocent time. Locals dressed in period costumes
interact with fairgoers as they churn butter or clap erasers
white with chalk.
Money raised from food sold at the fair has allowed
for the exhibit’s expansion over the years. It now includes
a small home featuring a hearth, a jail and a saloon. Locals
add to the Homestead by donating personal antique treasures to lend authenticity to the scenes of early America.
“You can see the switch flick on,” says Fulton. “When
people make candles or hammer iron with a blacksmith,
there is a tangible shift in perspective and a deeper
connection to the past.”
Teaching generations of children, it’s what fairs do.
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