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Veterans Appreciation Day at the Clay County Fair
When the Clay County Fair was initially conceived in 1917 six weeks prior to the Armistice of World War I, nobody could’ve ever imagined how well known, how well attended and how well honored this celebration of rural Iowa life would quickly become.  With a nearly completed race track in the spring of 1918, preparations were already underway for hosting that first Clay County Fair that fall.
That 1918 event was the largest County Fair held in Iowa that year with more than 30,000 people attending.  Fair attendance in 1919 swelled to an estimated 48,500 fairgoers.  Already in 1920, the area news media dubbed it as "Iowa's Greatest County Fair."
Crowd sizes grew yearly and rapidly and in 1928, an estimated 110,105 people from a growing area journeyed to Spencer.  After that successful 1928 fair, the fair's slogan was changed to what it is today, "The World's Greatest County Fair."
Nowadays, upwards of 300,000 fairgoers can typically travel from the surrounding states to take part in the 9-day run of this widely recognized event.  It's common for families to pack the car and drive from as far as 100 to 150 miles away in SW Minnesota, SE South Dakota, NE Nebraska sand the NW 1/3 of Iowa to head to Spencer and enjoy a fun filled family outing.

Clay County Fair, the Early Years

The Fair Board decided in 1931 that a new grandstand was needed to replace the original one to accommodate the ever-growing crowds.  A new all steel and concrete grandstand was built at a cost of $35,000 for seating 5,000 people.  That new grandstand that's still in use today was one of the more ambitious undertakings ever attempted by any other county fair across the nation.  What’s more, all the contracts were issued to local building contractors. Beneath the grandstand was a rest area for fairgoers with the south side enclosed in 1934 at a cost of $4,500.  
Entertainers who performed in front of large crowds in the 1930s and 1940s included the Osmond Brothers, a young Pat Boone, Anita Bryant, Paul Revere and the Raiders, Glen Campbell, Loretta Lynn, Tammy Wynette and Jimmy Dean.
In 1975, Bob Hope, Tommy Cash, Tennessee Ernie Ford, the Oak Ridge Boys, Johnny Cash, Charlie Pride, Mickey Gilley, Conway Twitty and Leslie Gore were just a small fraction of the big-name performers that entertained in front of the packed grandstand crowds, 
As the turn of the millennium arrived, here came Chubby Checker, Kenny Rodgers, my favorite duo the Righteous Brothers, Three Dog Night, Jay and the Americans and Huey Lewis & the News.  In recent years, Herman's Hermits, the Oak Ridge Boys and Foreigner journeyed to the Clay County Fair's outdoor stage.  Due to Covid 19 in 2020, the Clay County Fair was forced to cancel all activities.  But in 2021, Herman's Hermits, Gary Lewis and the Play Boys and the Bellamy Brothers came back.  
Veterans Appreciation Day
Monday is typically reserved as a day to honor our veterans and appreciate their personal service to our country and their sacrifice.  Regrettably, perhaps, in all too many instances, the ultimate sacrifice was given.  
Former Clay County Veterans Affairs Director Joan Waller says Veteran’s Appreciation Day dates back to 2003 when this special day was conceived and initially inaugurated.  Waller spearheads this yearly day to pay tribute to America's veterans.  Gate admission costs are suspended for all veterans.  
When replying to a question, Waller said that back in the early years, they tried twice to get Sioux City native, World War II, Korean War, Vietnam War and United States Air Force veteran George "Bud" Day to be the honored guest speaker.  But, it never worked out for him to attend. Day was awarded the Medal of Honor, the Air Force Cross and 4 Purple Hearts for his heroism and sacrifice.  
On August 26, 1967, Major Bud Day was flying an F-100 on his 65th mission over North Vietnam just north of the DMZ.  Day's F-100 was hit by 37 mm antiaircraft gunfire and he was forced to eject.  Day was captured, but he quickly escaped and for the next 15 days he evaded his captors.  Unfortunately, he was recaptured by a Viet Cong patrol on the south side of the DMZ no less. Quickly hustled back into North Vietnam, Major Day was taken to the infamous Hanoi Hilton POW prison where he became a cellmate with future Arizona Senator John McCain.  
On March 14, 1973, Major Bud Day was released after enduring 5 years and 7 months of harsh treatment in a North Vietnamese POW prison. Day lived in Shalimar, Florida later on in his life.  Day passed away on July 27, 2013.  Posthumously promoted to Air Force Brigadier General, Day was buried at the Barrancas National Cemetery at the Naval Air Station, Pensacola, Florida.
U. S. Senator John McCain said of Day’s passing, “He was the bravest man I ever knew.
And his fierce resistance and resolute leadership set the example for us in prison of how to return home with honor.”
2022 Veterans Appreciation Day Ceremony
	With the Iowa Army National Guard Spencer unit providing the Color Guard for the 2022 Veteran’s Parade, this yearly tradition began in front of the Fairgrounds Event Center. Several cars carrying the parade marshals followed behind the Color Guard with the Spencer High School band marching along while playing stirring music.  Fairgoers all along the parade route stood in reverent observance as the flags, parade officials and veterans passed by.
 	Manned by veterans, numerous area American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars posts either marched past the observant crowds or rode in their restored vintage military vehicles along the parade route.  One post had even acquired an old military howitzer to pull behind their camouflaged combat parade vehicle.  Once the parade participants arrived back at the Event Center, the parade was disbanded until the time arrives to hold the 2023 parade.  
     	Everyone began to file into the Event Center Ballroom with Kevin Tlam serving as the master of ceremonies.  With a seating capacity of 500 people, the venue filled quickly with every seat occupied while some people had to stand along the sides and back of the room.  
     	After the Spencer Army National Guard unit advanced the colors to each side of the stage, Tlam introduced Sioux Central High School senior Elise Rusk to the capacity crowd.  Rusk sang the theme song for each service branch as Veterans from that branch stood and were recognized by the crowd.  Tlam then introduced featured guest speaker United States Marine Corps Sargent William Horsley to the capacity crowd.  
     	"I have a very interesting perspective for what it means to being a U. S. Veteran for all of you are truly unique.  At one point in your young lives, you stood at attention, raised your right hand, swore an oath and pledged to this great nation, your community and most importantly your people to protect them.  Less than 7% of our population today has earned the title that all of you have.  We need to wear that as a badge of honor forged in blood, sweat and tears. That's something that I hope and pray that you wear with the utmost pride," Horsley began.
     	"Like so many of you, I grew up on a family farm here in Iowa where long hours, sweat equity, core family values and hard work were important.  My family instilled in my brother and I a work ethic.  We knew that every morning we would get up, clean the barn, wash the stalls, walk the soybean fields in the summer and we threw small square bales all summer long.
     	I'd like to have you think about the men and women you have served with.  I may be biased, but I believe the Midwest has produced some of the best and finest fighting forces that our country has ever seen," said Horsley, to a loud round of applause.
     	"While growing up, we also learned about the past history of our older family members who entered military service.  This can be traced back to the European battlefields during World War I, the Marine Corps battles in World War II, Army operations in frozen Korea, more recently the hostile air space over Vietnam and my brother's and my service in the Middle East and Iraq.”   
     	Like so many Veterans of my generation, the events of Sept. 11, 2001 dictated who we were, the calling we were to answer, how we would train and how we would fight in the future.  When I think back to those attacks on Sept. 11th, I think of where I was, who I was with, the emotions and raw feelings that emerged.  I was fortunate at that time to be with my brother, Sargent Jess Horsely, and the Marines and Sailors of 2nd Battalion, 1st Marine Division," Horsley reflected.  
     	Serving with the 3rd Battalion, 2nd Marines later on, we were called to duty in Iraq in the summer of 2005 in the Ramadi area.  We ran combat operations for 7 months and were very successful,” said Horsely.
     	"When I think about sacrifice, I think about the 105 men that were wounded and the 15 fellow Marines who were killed in action and did not make it back during my deployment.  I think of those men and women who did not make it home for they are the true heroes.
     	On my deployment and throughout my military service there is one quote I think about that has always resounded in my head.  Any time, when I needed some motivation or that pick me up, I would recite that quote in my head.  It really is quite simple.  The one thing necessary for evil to triumph is when good men do nothing," Horsley concluded.  
	And finally, the Clay County fair set an all-time attendance record during the 2022 event when 325,585 people walked through the admission gates.  Almost $3,000,000 was spent on carnival rides, all kinds of delicious food and the many specialty concession stands located around the fairgrounds.
 
      



