
  [image: frn_fig_001]


  WE HAVE A WINNER!


  WE HAVE A WINNER!


  America’s


  WEIRD AND WONDERFUL RACES, DERBIES, PAGEANTS, AND EATING CONTESTS


  RAILEY JANE SAVAGE


  [image: LP]


  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT


  [image: frn_fig_003]


  [image: frn_fig_004]


  [image: LP]


  An imprint of Globe Pequot


  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


  Copyright © 2017 Railey Jane Savage


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


  ISBN 978-1-4930-2904-4 (paperback)


  ISBN 978-1-4930-2905-1 (e-book)


  [image: frn_fig_006] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  Printed in the United States of America


  FOR MY FAM DAMILY


  MOM


  TIM


  CLARA


  JACK


  GRENDEL


  AN EMBARRASSMENT OF WINNERS.


  CONTENTS


  INTRODUCTION


  ON YOUR MARKS


  Boom Run


  Lawn Mower Racing


  The Great Bunion Derby


  Bed Racing


  Six Day Bicycle Races


  Shovel Racing


  Joggling


  24 Hours of LeMons


  Outhouse Racing


  Redneck Blank, Pig Roast and Music Festival


  HERE SHE IS . . .


  Miss America


  Harvest Queen


  Miss Unsafe Brakes


  Miss’d America


  Miss Klingon Empire


  QUESTIONABLE FUN AND ESTEEMED TITLES


  Mr. Mosquito Legs


  Little Mr. Chaos and Miss Miscellaneous


  The Hatfield McCoy Marathon & the Tug Fork Tug of War


  World Pillow Fight Championship


  Coffin Race Championship


  Worm Gruntin’ Championship


  Disc Golf Championship


  The Undie 500


  FESTS AND CONTESTS


  Bubble Gum Blowing


  Kcymaerxthaere Spelling Bee


  Moo-la-Palooza


  Rotten Sneaker Contest


  Super Farmer Contest


  The Great Salt Lick Contest


  Milk Chugging Contest


  Mom and Husband Calling


  Ladies’ Rubber Chicken Throwing Contest


  Decorated Diaper Contest and Diaper Derby


  [image: skates]


  DERBY, OR NOT DERBY?


  Dole Air Derby


  All-American Soap Box Derby


  Father’s Day Fishing Derby


  All-American Dog Derby


  The Kentucky Derby


  Roller Derby


  Demolition Derbies and Destructive Motorsports


  [image: frn_fig_008]


  Alvin “Shipwreck” Kelly dunking doughnuts in his native habitat—from atop a flagpole, 1939.


  NO THANKS, I’M STUFFED!


  Goldfish Swallowing


  Pie Eating Contests


  Nathan’s Famous Hot Dog Eating Contest


  The Manhattan Fat Men’s Club


  Alferd Packer Day Snacker Contest


  MoonPie Eating Contests


  Cupcake Chomping Contests


  La Costeña Feel the Heat Jalapeño Eating Contest


  The Ill-advised, the Unconventional, and the Unfortunate


  BECAUSE, WHY NOT?


  Phone Booth Stuffing


  Flagpole Sitting


  Kissing Contests


  Rock, Paper, Scissors!


  Ugly Lamp Contest


  Ugly Dog Contest


  Horse Soccer


  Turkey Bowling


  Most Gifted Wrapper


  Duct Tape Prom Dresses!


  HARDER, BETTER, FASTER, STRONGER


  Venus de Milo Lookalike


  Livestock Showcase


  Agricultural Royalty


  America’s Giant Produce!


  Bingo (Cow Chip, or Chicken)


  Watermelon Pitted Against Watermelon


  The Mystic Krewe of Barkus


  [image: pie]


  POTLUCK!


  Morel Pole—National Morel Mushroom Festival


  Great Garlic Cook-Off—Gilroy Garlic Festival


  Frog Leg Festival


  Blue Ribbon Cricket Eating Contest


  Cabbage Bowling, Toss, Decorating, Beer—Sauerkraut Weekend


  West Virginia Roadkill Cook-Off & Autumn Harvest Festival


  Great Potato Cook-Off—Barnesville Potato Days


  Fluff Cooking Contest—What the Fluff? Festival


  STAYING POWER


  Hunkerin’


  Rocking Chair Derbies


  Hands on a Hardbody


  Noun and Verb Rodeo


  Dance Marathons


  Dance Marathons (Continued)


  Dance Marathons (and Continued!)


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  PHOTO CREDITS


  INDEX


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  [image: frn_fig_013]


  [image: frn_fig_014]


  [image: frn_fig_015]


  [image: frn_fig_016]


  [image: frn_fig_017]


  


  INTRODUCTION


  When I was a young girl, I would spend hours with my grandmother watching movies. Once I was over my Meet Me in St. Louis phase, we moved on to The Egg and I, a now all-but-forgotten Claudette Colbert/Fred MacMurray comedy from the 1940s. A socialite and a New York exec quit their big-city lifestyle and move to a rundown chicken farm upstate. Hilarity and tribulations ensue. One thorn in their side is the pair of loud, uncouth, and unkempt neighbors, Ma and Pa Kettle. The Kettles went on to have their own film franchise of misdeeds and merriment, but were initially the loudest of the Greek chorus in The Egg and I. While I loved the poultry hijinks and fish-out-of-water trouble the beautifully lithe Claudette found herself in, I was especially drawn to a scene at the county fair (not unlike the scenes at the World’s Fair in Meet Me in St. Louis, in retrospect). People were happy, awestruck by the sights and sounds, and overwhelmed with pride when they won prizes in various competitions. Ma Kettle’s quilt was an award winner, and Marjorie Main’s face beamed. I could also see this pride in Scarlett O’Hara as she boasted having the smallest waist (seventeen inches) in the county. Or when Carl Denham presented King Kong, the largest ape anyone in America had ever seen. Or when Mr. Smith was a champion on the senate floor, filibustering for longer than anyone dared expect.
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  A good ol’ fashioned greased pig chase!
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  Eat up, boys.


  The films were all old, but the sentiments still applied. There was an innately competitive nature in these iconic American characters, and their victories resonated with audiences of their time—and found new footing in an eight-year-old in the mid-1990s. The victories they celebrated ranged from the mundane to the miraculous, and yet each of them made me stand up and cheer. No matter the circumstances, I related to the desire and action to be the best at something.
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  High-school beauty contest winners and Howdy the Rodeo mascot.


  These films are a reflection of the cultures in which they were produced, yet across the varied plot landscapes and the fifty-plus years between their production and my viewing them, these Americans all sought to be winners. The historic events over the past 150 years confirm that the fictional characters’ reveling in being “the best” was true to form: Americans like to win. What is at least equally—if not more!—pertinent is the fact that it doesn’t seem to matter what it is that we’re the best at. Americans will find a platform on which to shine, even if we have to invent it.


  So let’s explore the various and wacky ways we Americans have found to declare ourselves winners. They are fantastic and often hilarious. Indeed, being the cabbage bowling champ, or the winner of the outhouse derby, or the mashed potato wrestling champ are titles only held by Americans (maybe because we are the only ones both wacky and competitive enough to claim these titles, and proudly).


  But our embrace of the winner’s circle, even if it is more in the tradition of The Gong Show than the Olympics, is unique, and well worth celebrating. Gusto, and documentation—photo finishes, as it were—have given this author plenty to work with. And yet, at the end of the day, all absurdity aside, the pride of being the best that shines in the winners’ eyes continues to reflect in my own.


  
    WHAT IS THE LARGEST COUNTY FAIR IN THE UNITED STATES?


    The Erie County Fair is held in Hamburg in Erie County, New York, every August. Based on 2014 attendance, it is the largest fair in New York and the third-largest county fair in the United States, often drawing over 1 million in attendance. But the crown goes to the San Diego County Fair, which saw attendance of 1.5 million in 2014.

  


  
    ON YOUR MARKS


    

    BEING THE FASTEST IS GOOD. Being the fastest at something unique and wildly impractical is better. Rather than settling for a competition of innate and cultivated human speed, Americans have a history of upping the ante by adding other elements to races: You can run fast, but can you run fast across floating logs? You can build a fast car, but can you build a fast bed? The impracticality of these competitions is celebrated, precisely because they are so wacky and demanding in unique ways—if you create a niche market, you are much more likely to corner, and conquer, it.
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  BOOM RUN


  HAYWARD, WISCONSIN, is home to the Lumberjack World Championships, a collection of games and competitions celebrating America’s long history in the logging industry. The championships have been held annually since 1960 and now draw thousands of visitors to a town with a population of just over 2,000. There can be no question of America’s fervor for logging in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the unique skills the industry demanded are tested through the championships. In addition to pole climbing, log rolling, and the ever-popular chainsaw events, the boom run is an event that commands increasingly enthusiastic crowds—particularly the women’s contests. In the boom run a series of logs are chained end to end and stretched across a pond. The competitors have to run across them, touch a marker, then run back to the starting point. The fastest (not necessarily the driest) is the winner. This event tests competitors on the racing triumvirate—speed, balance, and agility—but with the added wrinkle of field testing who has the best water-resistant footwear.
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  Leaping from log to log, she runs to find victory at the Midwest Log Rolling Championships in Madison, Wisconsin.


  
    ALSO HAPPENING


    In 1960, when the first Boom Run championships were held, here’s what else was happening:


    MOST POPULAR MOVIES: The Bridge on the River Kwai and The Ten Commandments.


    CELEBRITIES: Elvis Presley, Rock Hudson, Kim Novac.


    AROUND THE WORLD: Laika the dog launched into space aboard Sputnik II.


    FADS!: Slinkys and hula hoops.

  


  

  LAWN MOWER RACING


  LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, PRIME YOUR ENGINES.


  Americans have applied their souped-up, bigger-is-better, I-can-beat-everyone attitudes and efforts to some of the most utilitarian things in their lives—in this case, their lawn mowers. Though ride-on mowers are a British invention, further refined by the Australians, racing them was first made popular in Twelve Mile, Indiana, in 1963 with the Twelve Mile 500 (à la the more famous, higher-speed car race held in Indianapolis every year). In 1992 the USLMRA, or the United States Lawn Mower Racing Association, was founded as the official governing body of yard-equipment-based races in North America. With its slogan, “The MOW the Merrier,” it holds races all over the country each year as people remove the blades from their rigs and take off
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