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This book is for Kimberly, who, as is her wont, opened another brand-new world for me. And for Hannah, Jeremy, Ben, Brian & Stella, for whom the wonders should never cease.








Two things only the people actually desire. Bread and circuses.

—Juvenal



When entertaining the public, it is best to have an elephant.

—P. T. Barnum








INTRODUCTION

I WAS ONE AMONG THE MANY IN THE SELLOUT CROWD AT NASSAU COLISEUM on the evening of May 21, 2017, there to witness the final performance of the Ringling Bros. Barnum & Bailey “Greatest Show on Earth.” I had not dressed up as a clown or in the manner of a favorite performer, though many in the stands had. In addition to the acolytes in costume, it seemed that a cross section of society had turned out: grandparents with every age child, from toddlers to teens, in tow, families, gen-Xers, millennials, boomers, all cultures present and accounted for. The background music pumping from the coliseum speakers was a reasonable facsimile of a wheezing calliope, and all the people there seemed to be genuinely united as one, drawn to a far-flung nook on Long Island by a common, palpable purpose.

Before the show began, Kenneth Feld, the CEO of Feld Entertainment, which had purchased the circus from Ringling heirs a half century before, led a contingent of fifty or so family members—children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—out to the ring beneath the coliseum’s dome (the show hadn’t been staged beneath an actual canvas big top since 1956) to bid America goodbye. The truth is that the Greatest Show on Earth had been a shadow of its former self since long before the Felds took over, but Feld still spoke of the joy that keeping the circus going all these years had brought him and the members of his family. It had always been a touch and go proposition, Feld said, but in 2015, the company had finally yielded to the pressure brought to bear by animal rights activists and had decided to retire their seventeen still-working elephants from the show. And following that decision, attendance fell off a cliff—the Greatest Show on Earth, featuring a hundred somewhat less impressive animals and requiring a crew of five hundred to move and stage, could no longer be supported.

There might have been a murmur of sadness concerning the elephants—outside the arena gloating picketers shook signs reading “Good Riddance,” and the like—but inside the arena anger and outrage seemed on holiday. As one woman in attendance said, “The circus is all about being happy.” In closing, Feld told his audience, “We must embrace change,” and he and his family trooped out to wild applause.

Johnathan Lee Iverson, ringmaster for nearly twenty years, lamented that with the show’s closing, the world was losing “a place of wonder,” a concept echoed by audience member Autumn Luciano, a thirty-something photographer who had flown from Lansing, Michigan, to see the last show, a reminder for her that humans can do anything. “You go to the circus and see human beings doing insane things, but the truth is, we all have the ability to do crazy things.”

During his performance, lion tamer Alexander Lacey turned his back on a dozen great cats, all of whom sat quietly at their places while he came to the edge of the big cage to address the audience. “People are not really concerned with lots of wildlife until they can feel it and see it, enjoy it and love it as much as I do, until they’ve seen it with their own eyes,” Lacey said.

“Support good, well-run circuses,” he said. “Support good, well-run zoos. Support good, well-run public parks that look after these animals.” His passion so distracted him that he would finally turn to his patient cats to apologize. “I’m sorry, boys, I don’t usually do that. I’ve confused you.” The cats seemed willing to oblige him, and the show went seamlessly on.

As the lions and tigers (and a single leopard) went through their jaw-dropping paces, and while acrobats performed triple somersaults, and motorcyclists roared about in circular cages suspended high above the audience, and the clowns did their clowny things, my attention kept returning to a section of the floor, off to one side, where earlier in the show a half-dozen or so giant pigs had been brought out by a trainer to improbably hop over one another, perform handstands on platforms, nudge beach balls back and forth with their snouts, and, perhaps most notably, climb a set of sturdy steps and launch themselves—on their backs—down a ten-foot sliding board into a catch basin. The trainer had long since vanished, but the pigs were still at their acrobatics and were, one after another, still lining up for a turn down the slide.

At the end of the show, ringmaster Iverson called out to the crowd, “You mean the circus isn’t antiquated?” They were already on their feet, but the noise grew. “You mean you love the circus?” A thunderous response, off the charts.

When it all died down, Iverson brought out some three hundred of the crew, including the animal wranglers, cooks, vets, stage technicians, schoolteachers, drivers, and others who composed what he called “a town without a zip code.” Everyone in the arena joined in a rendition of “Auld Lang Syne,” for the ages, and with that, a 146-year-old institution, older than Major League Baseball, one formed when there were still only thirty-seven states, was no more.

It would be the first time in a number of years that those many cast and crew members would not be scrambling to make connections for the next day’s setup location and performance, I thought, as I made my way to the parking lot past the still enthusiastic program and souvenir vendors. And though many of the performers and staff had long ago made preparations for retirement or transition to other jobs, it occurred to me that precious little accommodation had been undertaken for those of us who might not be out of a job but who were certainly now out of a circus.

It had been quite some time since I’d seen the Greatest Show on Earth, but it had always been somehow reassuring to know that the show still went on, just as it somehow mattered to me that the Harlem Globetrotters were still tossing buckets of confetti into shrieking crowds and beating the bejesus out of the Washington Generals long after the team had relinquished its role—thankfully—in providing the only available gainful employment to a number of the nation’s most talented Black basketball players.

At one time the circus had been an entertainment leviathan, and some of the nation’s most accomplished entrepreneurs had been attracted to it, vastly enriched by it, and in turn, had enriched the lives of those who flocked to see it, moving the needle on the communal and cultural life of the country to virtually the same extent as did organized religion. Entrepreneurs like James Bailey, P. T. Barnum, and John Ringling were not only canny businesspeople but also secular prophets, each with a keen understanding of the human psyche and a way to provide for it some reassurance and some comfort, if only for a night. Bailey had fought Barnum, but once they teamed up, they had fought Ringling for control of the circus. Given the stakes, it was a bare-knuckle, no-holds-barred fight to the finish. And even though Ringling was the last man standing, even he was no match for Father Time or the talking Technicolor “pictures” or television.

“We must embrace change.” Those wise words of Kenneth Feld echoed as I reached my car and glanced back at the glow of the coliseum. Sure, I thought. But I also thought about how hard Bailey and Barnum and Ringling and Feld had fought for the circus. Because the circus mattered to them, not simply for practical reasons, but because they believed the enterprise contributed significantly to the world about them. That was something worth looking into, I decided. Grown men, able and accomplished men, entranced by the circus, fighting to keep it alive. Who shouldn’t want to know why?







ONE

WORLD ON FIRE

ON JULY 6, 1944, ABOUT 170,000 PEOPLE LIVED IN HARTFORD, CONNECTICUT, making it then the fifty-first-largest city in the United States. Just a month earlier, Allied forces had landed on the beaches of Normandy, and citizens of Hartford were hopeful that D-Day would mark a turning point in a war that had cost the lives of so many of the area’s young men. Residents were regularly tending their victory gardens in an effort to ease food shortages, and able-bodied men who had stayed home to work were making about $50 a week, if the job was a decent one. Rent might take a week’s pay, but a loaf of bread was only a dime, and gas, if it could be had, cost 14.9 cents a gallon—drivers could even put together a set of china if they saved enough coupons from filling up.

One person working in Hartford on that July day was county detective John F. Reardon, who had been called out to the four-acre site on the outskirts of town where the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus had set up for the day. Hartford might have been a big, sophisticated city, but this was still “The Greatest Show on Earth,” and about seven thousand paying customers—most of them women and children—were packed inside the sawdust-strewn big top, happy to be distracted from their daily concerns for a few hours. Ordinarily, security was not a problem with the Ringling show, but there was always the possibility of a pickpocket or a fistfight and a city simply didn’t bring 5 percent of its population together without some kind of a police presence involved.

More than a few parents who sat on the bleachers with their spellbound children were old enough to remember when only three big days punctuated the course of the American year: the Fourth of July, Christmas, and the day the circus came to town. Everything stopped on those days. Businesses closed. Banks were shuttered. Schools went on holiday. And though movies had eaten into the public’s fascination with the circus, and wartime made everything more difficult, this was still a special event. All those people jammed side by side in a sweltering tent, the air thick with the scent of animals and hay and wood shavings, and never mind the fact that it was in the nineties outside and thunderstorms threatened. The circus had come to town.

Opening the show was a spectacular parade about the three vast rings of elephants and other exotic animals and bespangled performers—gorgeous equestriennes atop broad-backed, high-stepping white horses, fez-sporting bears dancing along on their hind legs, lumbering hippos, caged panthers, lions, and tigers, Pomeranians trotting atop the iron-rimmed wheels of the wagons, the steam-driven calliope hooting and whistling above it all like no other music-making machine on earth. Then the troupe of woeful-faced clowns had followed, reducing adults and kids alike to tearful laughter.

Owing to the weather forecast, circus managers Fred Bradna and George Smith had quietly determined to shorten the program, and the famed Wallenda high-wire artists had already begun their act two slots ahead of the normal schedule. No net protected them from the circus floor, though cutting across the hippodrome track that circled the arena lay the runway cage through which Alfred Court’s clawed menagerie—forty lions, thirty tigers, thirty leopards, and a score of bears for good measure—would soon travel from their steel cages outside the tent to the center ring.

The Wallendas had been headliners with the circus since John Ringling had spotted them performing in Havana in 1927. Ringling had been in the business for nearly a half century at the time, and though he was always on the lookout for something new, he was not a man easily impressed. But when he saw German-born Karl Wallenda mount a chair balanced on a bar spanning the shoulders of two men on bicycles riding across a thin wire fifty feet above the ground, only to have a lithe teenaged beauty spring onto his shoulders to complete a three-level, four-person gliding pyramid, Ringling had signed them on the spot. The group had been about to debut in Madison Square Garden the following year, but roustabouts reported that the safety net had somehow been lost in shipping and the act would have to be canceled. The Wallendas had instead gone on without the net, received a standing ovation said to have lasted for fifteen minutes, and had been performing without a safety net since.

Detective Reardon was no less fascinated than anyone else by the spectacle in front of him, and the twenty minutes that had passed since the opening fanfare were little more than the blink of an eye. Reardon was standing just inside the main entrance to the big top, behind the bleachers, or “blues,” of Section A, so when the trouble started, it was behind his back. Later, Reardon speculated that someone had dropped a cigarette close to the canvas wall, and he lamented that if he had noticed the glowing embers of sawdust, or the initial wisps of smoke, or even the tiny fingers of flame that began to lick at the sidewall, all could have been averted with a simple pail of water.

But there were the dazzling Wallendas, forty feet above, in stunning white costumes, cavorting impossibly atop a slender wire, seemingly oblivious to the fact that no safety net was stretched beneath them, balancing, tumbling, and catching beautifully. Whose eyes could be torn away? Regretfully, the tent that had been hoisted up that day by a crew reduced from its normal number by wartime exigency was not the new fire-resistant model, which had proved to leak rain prodigiously upon its initial deployment. This was the old big top that had been pressed back into service, the one that had been coated with a mixture of eighteen hundred pounds of paraffin wax dissolved in twenty-three thousand gallons of gasoline. It did not leak. The hazard may seem unimaginable in our OSHA-conscious era, but at that time, in all its seventy-three-year history, John Ringling’s circus had yet to experience the loss of a single patron’s life.

Photographer Dick Miller had just finished snapping the last shots of the clowns disappearing down the chute from Clown Alley when he turned and saw the flames running from the sidewall up a guy rope toward the top of the tent. “Fire!” he cried, and Detective Reardon and scores of others were soon echoing the call, the Wallendas sliding down lines not yet burning toward the chaos on the ground.

Fanned by a breeze out of the storm-laden west, the flames advanced at a speed that astonished witnesses. Three ushers ran through the main entrance carrying buckets to fight the fire, but the instant they were inside, the intense heat set their hair and clothing smoldering. They were forced to retreat, using the water they carried to douse themselves.

One roustabout told a reporter, “It was like you’d opened hell’s doors. You had all you could do to get your hands over your face and run the other way.”

One policeman stationed outside saw what looked like the glowing end of a giant cigarette pressed from the inside against the roof of the tent, the spot widening at great speed before it ultimately erupted into flame. By this time, the caged animals had become aware of the fire and were screaming in a jungle cacophony.

Inside, great sheets of flaming canvas rained down upon audience members, who clambered—or tumbled—from the bleachers. The lucky ones scrambled through crevices in the bleachers toward safety. Others clawed helplessly as the heavy benzene-soaked fabric enveloped them, then vaporized into flame.

Other audience members dashed frenziedly away from the advancing flames but found themselves cut off by the animal runway that cut across the hippodrome track. Before they could turn back, they were trapped, then crushed and trampled by the thousands stampeding behind them.

One woman rolled out from under the tent’s sidewall, her face blackened with soot, her clothes charred. She stood to gather herself, then ran back toward the main entrance of the flaming tent before a policeman tackled her. “My God,” she cried, thrashing in his grasp. “My God. My kid’s in there.”

Through it all, the circus band, led by organist Pete Heaton and stationed at the east end of the big top, opposite Section A, blasted “Stars and Stripes Forever”—the traditional signal for disaster—right up to the moment when the towering main poles toppled and the last remnants of the flaming roof dropped down. And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over, the entire big top gone, the bleachers charred, the dead and the dying strewn everywhere.

Circus director Bradna—the man whom titan John Ringling himself had fought to install—his hair burned away as he pulled more than a dozen trapped children from the mass at the animal chute, stared in disbelief at the smoke and dust-palled ruin about him, bodies piled four and five deep, the animals still screeching and wailing hellishly. It seemed impossible. The worst circus fire in all history—far more Hartford lives lost than lost in the assault on Normandy—started and finished in less than fifteen minutes.

Conceivably, this could have meant the end. The end of the Ringling Brothers empire, if not of an era itself.







TWO

BEFORE THE BIG TOP

THE CIRCUS WOULD IN FACT SURVIVE THE AWFUL TRAGEDY, AND THE RINGLING show would not cease the use of the “big top” tent for another dozen years. But the Hartford disaster was a significant punctuation point in a process of reorganization and downsizing of the once-formidable circus industry, which had been ongoing since 1929, when John Ringling himself had struggled to keep his “greatest show on earth” afloat amid the economic wreckage brought by Black Tuesday of October 29.

Those struggles for Ringling, who was by the 1920s a highly diversified and successful businessman with far-flung holdings in railroading, banking, planned community development, and oil, might have seemed impossible scant years before the Depression, when the American circus reigned as far and away the most compelling form of popular entertainment in the nation, and indeed the world. At the turn of the century, when the big top was raised and the pachyderms paraded from the rail station to the circus grounds, an entire community turned its attention to the event that was about to unfold.

Nor were the financial implications of the industry insignificant. In the months leading up to the stock market crash, Ringling cleared about $1 million from $2.5 million in receipts. To gain some appreciation of those sums in terms of contemporary dollars, we could use the Bureau of Labor’s somewhat conservative formula to adjust for inflation and peg Ringling’s 1929 profits at about $15 million in today’s money. But economists Michael Keppler and Robert Gunther, who compare the relative value of wealth against the gross national product of a given year, would suggest Ringling’s 1929 circus generated the equivalent of at least $250 million in revenue, with profits equating to $100 million or more. That the circus once commanded such social and economic significance may be difficult to fathom today, when Super Bowls that draw less than a hundred million viewers are belittled, when television audiences can access four hundred or more channels, and when movie executives measure true success as film releases that gross in the hundreds of millions of dollars.

But, indeed, the circus did command the world of American entertainment during the greatest part of the nation’s rise to world prominence and, in time, it became an inextricable part of the national identity. Just as the American frontier had been tamed by political leaders and adventurers, so had the most fearsome wild creatures been brought into détente with their human trainers. For a can-do nation that prided itself on the ability to overcome any technological obstacle to progress, what better metaphor might there be than a troupe of acrobats or gymnasts defying gravity? And if an audience member’s attention might wander back to some cold reality outside the tent for a moment, the Joe-ordinary, never-catch-a-break clowns were there to remind them: we are all in this mess together.

Despite all the twentieth-century technological advancements in entertainment—movies, television, computers, and gaming consoles among them—it would be nearly a hundred years from when John Ringling had first grappled with a brave new world to the final performance of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, testimony of how deeply ingrained in the American consciousness the institution of the circus had become.

As the final show in 2017 approached, Kenneth Feld, whose family had purchased the show from Ringling heirs in 1967, pointed out that the business model for the circus was in fact 146 years old, a form of mass entertainment that attempted to incorporate a bit of everything for audiences of all types and tastes. In this modern era, when technology allows for ever-narrowing “entertainment channels,” the circus had suffered in the same way that big department stores and print newspapers have. Given the high costs of mounting such a diverse, labor-intensive show, the Felds’ circus had long been an enterprise on life support, and with the 2015 decision to retire the pachyderms came the final blow, proof of P. T. Barnum’s hoary observation: “When attempting to entertain the American public, it is best to have an elephant.”

Yet even if the end had been in sight for some time, many in the crowd on May 17, 2017, were distraught. Shawn Goberdhan, a thirty-one-year-old pharmacy manager who had brought his two-year-old son to see the show, held out hope that the circus would somehow find a way to return, retrofitted in some way for a twenty-first-century audience. “If it doesn’t,” Goberdhan said, “I can’t even think about it.”
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Part of the reason for Goberdhan’s inability to comprehend the end of the circus likely has to do with the fact that the roots of the American circus date to colonial days, more than a hundred years before the arrival of Barnum and Bailey and the Ringlings and the Greatest Show on Earth. And actually, the roots of the circus itself go back two thousand years, to the Roman circus, a fixture of public entertainment dating from the fifth century BCE. During the hundred-day opening of the Colosseum in Rome, some nine thousand animals were killed, and it was commonplace for the Romans to sacrifice captured soldiers and army deserters to be trampled by elephants or brought down by lions and tigers in the arena. The emperor Commodus prided himself on having stalked and killed a hundred bears in a single day inside an artificial forest created in the Colosseum. Earlier even than the Roman circus was a Greek version called a hippodrome, primarily consisting of horse and chariot racing, which had been included in the Olympic Games as early as the seventh century BCE.

Though very little of what audiences viewed in those ancient venues, including gladiatorial contests and the slaughter of wild beasts, survived antiquity, it would be nearly thirteen hundred years after the collapse of the Roman Empire until a single dictionary or encyclopedia wavered from the common definition of the term:


Circus: A wall-encircled arena, with its slanting tiers of seats, its gaping multitudes of spectators, its horse, foot, and chariot races, its naval shows, its athletic combats, and its groups of gladiators clashing arms, with mournful greeting, below great Caesar’s throne.



To appreciate the evolution of the American circus, then, and its emergence as “one of the most important achievements of mankind,” as one commentator has put it, requires a bit of backstory. And while Barnum and Bailey and Ringling might not have created “the greatest show” out of whole cloth, their accomplishments may seem even more remarkable given their ability to transcend what had been a staple of the world’s entertainment for upward of two millennia. One measure of creativity, poet and scholar Brewster Ghiselin asserts, is “the combining of familiar elements into a form never before apprehended.” Indeed, that was the watchword for many who experienced the full flowering of circus productions during the institution’s golden age: “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Here is how it happened.







THREE

THE PERIODIC TABLE OF CIRCUS ELEMENTS

SLAUGHTER, NAVAL BATTLES, AND CAESAR’S THRONE THANKFULLY DISAPPEARED from the circus with the passing of the Roman Empire, but when the world reemerged from the Dark Ages, what are generally regarded as the three essential elements of the modern circus were stirring: acts that can be presented in a ring, including riding, tumbling, juggling, and balancing; clowns; and the ring itself. Over time, three other elements added color and vitality: the menagerie, the sideshow, and the parade.

Historian Isaac J. Greenwood writes of a troupe of latter-day Eastern desultores, or horsemen, who caused a stir in the thirteenth century when they arrived by ship at Constantinople. “They stretched their ropes for dancing from one ship’s mast to another, and in riding stood erect upon their horses, mounting, dismounting, and turning somersaults at full gallop. In sixteenth-century England, even Shakespeare made reference to the fabled silver-shod Marocco, a trained horse who could count coins and walk about on its hind legs: ‘How easy it is… the dancing horse will tell you.’”

By 1652, one William Stokes was to publish his illustrated Art of Vaulting, which showed how he might mount one horse via a mighty leap over other stationary horses, sometimes choosing to land neatly in the saddle or at other times atop his chosen steed. And Greenwood shares an account of John Evelyn, dated 1682, describing the regular visits of the Moroccan ambassador and his retinue to Hyde Park, where crowds gathered “to watch their extraordinary activity in horsemanship, and in flinging and catching their lances; they rid [sic] very short, and could stand upright, managing their spears with incredible agility, and the ambassador himself charging his gun all at full speed.”

More tightrope walking had been reported throughout the Middle Ages, including one account of a man who, in 1385, climbed from the top of a bridge in Paris to a church tower while holding a pair of lighted candles.

And at Saint Bartholomew’s fair in London was introduced the curiosity or “monster,” an attraction that would one day find its way to the circus sideshow. Among the earliest on display there was a “Miracula Natura,” elsewhere billed as “O’Brien the Irish Giant the Tallest Man in the Known World Being Near Nine Feet Hight,” who soon had company, including “a man with one head but two bodies, a hermaphrodite, a woman with three breasts, and a child with three legs, as well as a man without hands or legs who nonetheless managed to play the oboe and paint pictures that were offered for sale.”

A number of royals and wealthy nobles of the Middle Ages were fond of keeping exotic beasts, including elephants, lions, tigers, leopards, bears, and giraffes, in private collections. By the fourteenth century, French rulers had established a public menagerie at the Louvre featuring lions, and soon the practice spread about Europe.

As to the antecedents of that most essential element of the circus, the clown—the figure who bridges the gap between the superhuman performer and the ordinary gawkers in the audience—it was in Italy during the Renaissance that the clown as a distinguishable modern performing figure began to take shape, in a genre known as the commedia dell’arte, loosely structured plays that tended to be bawdy and highly improvised and that were often dominated by a chief actor who could tell jokes, dance, sing, juggle, mime, and do acrobatics, all to keep a show from flagging. The most well-known clown, prior to American Emmett Kelly, was an early-nineteenth-century London performer: Joey Grimaldi. He never appeared in a circus ring, instead earning his reputation in vaudeville-styled performances at Sadler’s Wells and other theaters, but his work set the bar for all the clowns to come. According to one commentator, all Grimaldi had to do to send his audiences into screaming laughter was don his outlandish makeup—his face described as a startling mask, his mouth “a blood-red wound, a mile-wide smear of jam”—then walk onstage and ask, “Well, how are you?”

Grimaldi was also a gifted singer, using musical performances to humanize his comedy. He would take his place, seated at the footlights, flanked on one side by a huge codfish’s head and on the other by a giant oyster that opened and closed its mouth along with the music. Grimaldi sang “An Oyster Crossed in Love,” which sent the adults in the audience into paroxysms. At the same time, he projected such pathos for the oyster’s unrequited efforts that all the children were in tears.

So great was Grimaldi’s impact upon the genre that the slang industry term for clown to this day is “Joey.” He may never have set foot in a circus, but his outlandish makeup, his kaleidoscopic costumes, his wild array of wigs—Mohawks, purple plumes, thatches of orange and green thistle—and his shoes and gloves that left not an inch of skin showing created the archetypal look for all clowns.

Thus, with all the disparate elements of the modern circus alive in the popular imagination, there remained only the need for some individual to pull things together. In seventeenth-century England, public exhibitions of skilled horsemanship had become popular, with a man named Thomas Johnson among the first performers. As an October 1758 issue of Grand Magazine rhapsodized: “This Artist has, for some weeks past, entertained the town with his singular method of Riding. He first gallops round the field, standing upon one horse; he next mounts a pair, one foot on each horse, gallops then full speed round the course; and afterwards does the same with three horses.… He has even rode the single horse standing on his head.”

The good Dr. Samuel Johnson himself was drawn to witness this equestrian at work and came away impressed: “Such a man, Sir, should be encouraged; for his performances show the extent of human powers in one instance, and thus tend to raise our opinion of the faculties of man… so that every man may hope, by giving as much application, although, perhaps, he may never ride three horses at a time, or dance upon a wire.”

Thomas Johnson may have been adroit enough to capture the attention of Samuel Johnson, but the individual often recognized as the father of the modern circus was Londoner Philip Astley, a former cavalry rider and veteran of the Seven Years’ War who set up a permanent performance arena in a field near Westminster Bridge. Astley staked out an open ring on his rented property and performed a series of stunts on his horses in full view of passersby. There were no viewing stands, but to help attract attention Astley erected a small platform in the middle of the rope-encircled ring where one or two pipers played, accompanied by Mrs. Patty Astley on bass drum. Handbills were posted about and thrust upon bewildered commuters, who must have wondered what on earth was causing the commotion in the middle of what had been so recently just a vacant, marshy lot.

As pipers piped and the drummer drummed, Astley mounted his horses and began to ride… and in such a fashion as most had never seen before. Standing on one foot, and then on two—though one per horse—standing on his head, standing on his hands, leaping from mount to mount, all the while at a gallop around the circular track. Astley soon had crowds stumbling down the pathway to stand transfixed about his crude ring, and just before the moment when he would dismount with a flourish, and while the cheers and the applause still sounded, wife Patty would leave off her drumming and slip smilingly through the crowd to collect, in the words of one commentator, “such gratuity as the crowd might be pleased to bestow.”

Some say that the extraordinary skill that Astley exhibited resulted from a simple discovery that he had made: riding horses about a circular ring created a centrifugal force that aided him in keeping his balance. The harder the horses went, in fact, the easier it was for Astley to stand upright. Although some dispute the notion that Astley was the first trick rider to discover the benefits of ring riding, and others quibble about whether he or a colleague hit upon the ideal ring size of forty-two feet in diameter (still the standard size for today’s circuses), it is indisputable that he was the equestrian to stamp the practice as a sine qua non for the trick rider and eventually for the grand institution of the circus that long outlived him.

Astley’s modest endeavors at Halfpenny Hatch proved an enduring success, and by 1770, he moved his enterprise a few hundred yards away to a new site beside the southern end of Westminster Bridge (just south of today’s London Eye and the Tate Modern), where he built a set of covered grandstands and charged a shilling for entry. Overhead galleries were set aside for the gentry, and stables for the horses, and the sides of the buildings that faced the roadways were painted into brightly colored billboards that advertised the attractions. Not only would audiences witness amazing feats of horsemanship, the posters promised, but many other delights as well.

One of Astley’s most famed attractions was a pony named Billy that he had acquired for a nominal price at the Smithfield Market. Astley applied his fabled skills to the animal, and soon enough, Billy was featured on the program under the sobriquet “The Little Military Learned Horse.” Among Billy’s many feats were his abilities to jump through hoops, play dead, play hide-and-seek, add and subtract, set a table for tea, and pour the boiling water into the cups. His master was fond of introducing the act by coming upon the tiny animal lying motionless in the ring. Feigning dismay, Astley would turn to his audience and proclaim: “My horse lies dead apparent in your sight / But I’m the man to set the thing aright.” Soon enough, Billy would be miraculously resuscitated, able to dance, paw out sums, and cavort beyond all logic, with Astley providing explanatory doggerel through their routine.

Eventually, Astley combined the features of the ring with those of the theater, building a stage at one end of a new amphitheater of his design. Equestrian acts were performed in the ring, while ropewalking, skits, and freak shows (also known as monstrosities), which had become quite popular, took place onstage. Some of the “monsters” might seem somewhat tame by later standards: one of the first to be featured in Astley’s show is described in rather poetic terms by an early historian: “We are told of a certain fair one, from the south of France, who walked around the ring, gravely attended to by Mr. Astley bearing lighted candles, the better to display the wealth of golden tresses which trailed several feet upon the ground.”

Astley also came up with the so-called hippodramatic spectacle, a kind of dramatic presentation performed on horseback and in pantomime. Performances might feature the exploits of some biblical-era character such as the chariot races of Ben-Hur or a reenactment of any fabled battle from the time of Hadrian through the Crusades. In the latter, men drove chariots and brandished swords and fired cannons and muskets while exotic animals stormed about the ring and up and down the entrance ramps. Military music blared, thunder shook the rafters, and lightning illuminated the frenzy in flashes. In time, no circus worthy of the name could fail to include such a “spectacle” on its program.

To all this Astley added acrobats arranged into human pyramids, tightrope walkers, tumblers, and a trainer with a troupe of dancing dogs. Truly, at the foot of Westminster Bridge, the modern circus had finally been born.







FOUR

ON AMERICAN SHORES

BY WAY OF PRELUDE TO HIS DISCUSSION OF THE EARLY CIRCUS IN AMERICA, pioneering historian Isaac Greenwood points out what a luxury was the horse in the New World, the species not being native to the colonies and quite expensive to bring across the Atlantic aboard ship. Given that there was no other practical way for people to travel to any inland destination, however, it was not long before many equines had been imported, and a healthy business in the breeding and training of horses was established throughout the colonies. By extension, Greenwood points out, any person whose livelihood depended upon the ability to travel—whether a physician, an attorney, a judge, a sheriff, a tinker, or a trader—became, to some degree, a horseman.

Thus the ability to “handle” a horse, or to train one, naturally was a skill of pertinence, potential distinction, and even a possible source of entertainment, just as centuries later in a highly automotive-centric nation the ability to handle a car, or race one, or jump one over some awe-inspiring impediment or another might distinguish an individual and lead to the creation of any number of eagerly attended contests and exhibitions: the demolition derbies, the tractor pulls, the drag and stock-car races, the jumps over the Grand Canyon, and the Indianapolis and Daytona 500s among them.

The first widely publicized organized exhibition of horsemanship in the colonies seems to be the one mentioned in the November 19, 1771, issue of the Essex Journal of Salem, Massachusetts, which informed readers that John Sharp, “High-Rider and Performer in Horsemanship, late from England, but last from Boston,” would be riding that same afternoon for “the Entertainment of the people of Salem.” The notice advised that, among other things, Sharp would be riding two mounts, with a foot upon each, “in full speed,” and would also be mounting and dismounting many times, also pell-mell.

Other exhibitors followed in Sharp’s lead, and soon Jacob Bates, who had preceded Philip Astley as an equine performer in London and upon the Continent, was advertising in the May 31, 1773, issue of the New York Gazette that he was beginning a series of outdoor performances featuring “Different Feats of Horsemanship” that would last through August 3. Though the announcement promised that seats would be made proper for both ladies and gentlemen, Bates also advised, “He will take it as a particular Favour, if Gentlemen will not suffer any Dogs to come with them.” Tickets were priced at a dollar.

Bates intended to follow up his New York run with a set of performances in Boston, but the selectmen there, still feeling the effects of their Puritan heritage, were wary of unvetted “entertainments.” Bates’s application, even though he was careful to avoid any mention of theatricality or entertainment, was denied. If such an action seems an imponderable today, it should be understood that a number of the colonies had passed legislation forbidding theatrical performances, following the Puritan-dominated British Parliament of 1648, which had declared the theater immoral and likewise defamed the players in it:


Whereas the Acts of Stage-Playes, Interludes, and common Playes, condemned by ancient Heathens, and much less to be tolerated amongst Professors of the Christian Religion is the occasion of many and sundry great vices and disorders, tending to the high provocation of Gods wrath and displeasure, which lies heavy upon this Kingdom, and to the disturbance of the peace thereof… all Stage-players and Players of Interludes and common Playes, are hereby declared to be… Rogues.



Article 8 among the Articles of Association of the First Continental Congress, agreed upon in October of 1774, in fact stated:


We will, in our several stations, promote economy, frugality and industry, and promote agriculture, arts and the manufactures of this country, especially that of wool; and we will discountenance and discourage every species of extravagance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, all kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibitions of shows, plays and other expensive diversions and entertainments.



“It was no more fun being President of the United States of America in 1793 than it has been during the hundred and thirty-eight years that have followed,” observes a circus historian in introducing another figure important to the development of the institution on these shores. John Bill Ricketts—a Scotsman who had been a star pupil of Charles Hughes at the Royal Circus and who was a cousin of George Washington—had come to the States in 1792 to establish a riding academy in Philadelphia. He and Washington, himself an accomplished rider, often met on horseback for early morning tours of the nearby countryside. The impetus for the observation about Washington’s state of mind derives from the fact that in 1793, France and Great Britain—which relied on American shipping for the transport of necessary goods—were at war, and both were angling for the new nation’s favor, a matter that would have undoubtedly come up for discussion between the two men.

For his part, Ricketts’s friendship with Washington had likely been cemented by their common interest. He told Washington’s adopted son, G. W. P. Custis, “I delight to see the General ride, and make it a point to fall in with him when I hear he is abroad on horseback. His seat is so firm, his management so easy and graceful that I, who am a professor of horsemanship, would go to him and learn to ride.” What he might have said to Washington about the political quandary he faced is not certain, but there is reason to suspect that at some point during their conversations, Ricketts suggested a way that Washington might get his mind off his troubles.

On the evening of April 22, 1793, Ricketts opened the doors to a new eight-hundred-seat building he had erected on the grounds of his riding academy, where he presented a program that is today generally described as the first true circus performance in the country. Ricketts performed as the star equestrian, along with his son Francis, and another boy named Strobel. Also on the bill was ropewalking by a Signor Spincuta, further riding displays by Mme. Spincuta, and comic riding and miscellaneous foolery by Mr. McDonald, the clown. Among other things, Ricketts is said to have “rode around the ring with a boy on his shoulder in the attitude of Mercury and danced a hornpipe on the saddle while his horse galloped at full speed.”

In attendance at the show, the Philadelphia Inquirer pointed out, was none other than President Washington, who earlier on the same day had solved his dilemma with the British and the French by issuing his Proclamation of Neutrality, a bit of political ingenuity that left American merchants and ships able to carry on trade with either foreign power. Though it is nowhere recorded, subsequent historians may be forgiven for theorizing that Washington, once he had signed his proclamation, uttered something like the following, if only to himself: “There, that’s taken care of. Now, I’m going to the circus.”

Whether or not Washington’s appearances mattered a great deal (he is said to have attended other performances, including the July closing), Ricketts’s show proved a hit, and he went on to stints in New York, Boston, and Hartford in ensuing seasons. He returned to Philadelphia to open a new and expanded amphitheater, modeled after the designs of Hughes and Astley in London. There he pleased audiences with such additions to the program as the acrobatic “Polander Dwarf” and his taking two horses at full gallop toward a stretched ribbon twelve feet high over which he would vault, alighting upon his mounts again.

By 1797, Ricketts had added a second amphitheater on Greenwich Street in New York and was taking his troupe on occasional road excursions to settings as far away as Albany. But his luck would not hold forever. In 1799, his circus in New York burned down, and then, on the evening of December 6 of that year, while a version of Don Juan was being performed in pantomime on his arena stage in Philadelphia—just as the drama had reached the point where the hero was descending into Hell to be punished for his many sins—flames being produced by the prop crew got out of control. In moments, the entire building was engulfed, and although there were no deaths, the $20,000 loss sent Ricketts into bankruptcy.

The fire also claimed the hotel next door to the amphitheater, where Ricketts lived. Finding himself broke and homeless, Ricketts scrambled to survive. He leased the grounds of a ruined circus, where he advertised that his shows would go on in the open air, “after the manner of the old Amphitheaters of Rome,” but he could not turn a profit. Next, thinking a circus might possibly prove a draw in the West Indies, he outfitted a ship to transport himself and his horses to the islands. But pirates ran the ship aground, seized the horses, and salvaged the lumber with which Ricketts had planned to build the ring. Ricketts did catch a piece of luck when a fellow merchant from Guadeloupe bought up the loot and hired Ricketts as a partner to produce a circus. According to reports, Ricketts earned back his losses in short order, but one of his riders fell ill and died, and his son was imprisoned under murky circumstances.

Dispirited, Ricketts booked passage on a ship for England, where he hoped to find better fortune, but luck once again deserted him. The ship that Ricketts was aboard went down in a storm, taking him and all who were on it to their doom.







FIVE

PACHYDERM ON THE HALF SHELL

THE DEMISE OF J. B. RICKETTS MARKED A MILESTONE IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF the American circus. After his passing, the institution’s progress on these shores encountered something of a lull. Ricketts, despite his undeniable talents, was not himself an American, and the shows that he had staged, as artful as they were, reflected the tastes and practices of another culture and a different age. Furthermore, with Ricketts gone, no other individual seemed willing or able to rekindle the interest of such a wide spectrum of Americans with the sort of spectacle that he had mastered.

There were occasional performances of European shows: Robertson and Franklin in New York in 1802 and 1803, and Pepin and Breschard’s Circus, which performed in Boston and elsewhere in Massachusetts from 1807 to 1810. But most historians agree that it was not until 1812, when a most unusual element—the pachyderm—was added to the proceedings, that a truly indigenous American circus emerged.

Decades later, after his entrance into the business, P. T. Barnum would proclaim, “Clowns and elephants are the pegs upon which the circus is hung.” He is also credited with the apparently irrefutable observation regarding the power of the elephant over audiences. The benefits of clowns may indeed approach the profoundly existential, but perhaps the best explanation for the elephant comes from latter-day Ringling Brothers press agent F. Beverly Kelly, who quipped, “The Elephant is the largest animal you’ll ever see this side of delirium tremens.” All jokes aside, the elephant in essence and by dint of size alone is the one member of the animal kingdom that comes closest to equating with the impossible-ness of the circus’s human performers. It is inconceivable to stand near an elephant and not feel a certain awe at its very existence.

There had never been an elephant in the United States until 1796, when Captain Jacob Crowninshield brought a three-year-old female specimen to New York aboard his ship. The New Englander had purchased the creature in Bengal for $450. “Crowninshield’s elephant” toured the former colonies for a number of years, drawing crowds from upstate New York down to South Carolina. Adults paid twenty-five cents to view the beast, and children half that. “In size he [sic] surpasses all other terrestrial creatures,” gushed one handbill, “and by his intelligence makes as near an approach to man, as matter can approach spirit.” Flyers also made much of another of this particular elephant’s human-oriented proclivities—it was apparently something of a lush, with a fondness for “all kinds of spirituous liquors; some days he has drank 30 bottles of porter, drawing the corks with his trunk.” It was not until 1812, however, that the elephant and the circus were cojoined, when the Italian troupe of Cayetano, Codet, Menial & Redon presented Crowninshield’s elephant at a performance in New York City.

As fabled as that first elephant has become in circus lore, the creature’s place in the circus was cemented by the second pachyderm to cross the Atlantic in or about





































Praise for

BATTLE FOR THE BIG TOP

“A blow-by-blow account of the rivalry among James Bailey, John Ringling, P. T. Barnum, and other players in the American circus world… Fans of the circuses of old, as well as students of popular culture, will enjoy this look back.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A zippy history of Ringling Bros. Barnum & Bailey Circus… Standiford packs the account with colorful circus lore… Readers will relish this entertaining portrait of a bygone American institution.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Exercising his eye for exotic detail, Les Standiford gives us the charming and captivating saga of the outsized characters who dreamed, connived, and maneuvered to bring Gilded-Age America its most compelling source of entertainment—the circus. What a surprise to learn that behind all those bejeweled elephants and hair-raising acts lay a cutthroat battle to create the Greatest Show on Earth.”

—Erik Larson, author of The Splendid and the Vile

“A mesmerizing, larger-than-life tale from brilliant storyteller Les Standiford—P. T. Barnum himself would tell you it’s well worth the price of admission. With acrobatic grace and escalating suspense, Standiford documents the evolution of the American circus, in a masterful work of nonfiction as spell-binding as the monsters, mermaids, balletic elephants and charismatic ringleaders that fill its pages.”

—Karen Russell, author of the New York Times bestseller Swamplandia!

“Battle for the Big Top is as rollicking, infectious, and enthralling as the subject it covers. With verve and style to spare, Les Standiford spins an unforgettable and addictively readable yarn about the three great showmen of the wildest of all entertainments—the American Circus. What a blast.”

—Dennis Lehane, author of Mystic River and Shutter Island

“An epic work of Americana that gives you a front row seat inside the big top. Les Standiford delves deeply into the history of one of America’s favorite and oldest pastimes, examining the three dynamic men who revolutionized it.”

—Brad Meltzer, bestselling author of The Lincoln Conspiracy

“Les Standiford understands that to know the American soul, one needs to understand the circus. Ambitious, insightful and chock full of exotic lore, Battle for the Big Top goes beyond the ballyhoo and delivers the strange and fascinating history of the Greatest Show on Earth.”

—Stewart O’Nan, author of The Circus Fire

“Les Standiford takes us under the big top and behind the curtain in this richly researched and thoroughly engaging narrative that captures all of the entrepreneurial intrigue and spirit of the American circus. Fascinating and endlessly entertaining, you won’t be able to put Battle for the Big Top down.”

—Gilbert King, Pulitzer prize–winning author of Devil in the Grove
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