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FOREWORD

NONE OF US HAS MORE THAN A FLEETING MEMORY, IF ANY MEMORY at all, of our grandfather, Mike Barnes. He died nearly a lifetime ago, when we were very young or not yet born. Until now, most of what we knew about him came from anecdotes from our parents—his daughters and sons-in-law. They all described him as a model family man, a devoted husband and doting father.

One of the things that characterized Mike’s life was his uncanny foresight. He could predict what was likely to succeed in business and in investing, and in the same fashion he always anticipated his family’s needs. Fortunately for us, he was also meticulous in his business affairs and his private life. In this respect, he took precious care in his annotations, probably aware that his descendants would someday take the time to examine them. Not surprisingly, he was correct. He left a painstakingly curated scrapbook composed primarily of yellowing, decades-old newspaper articles from across the country that detailed his illustrious career. Along with this, we have photographs of his twin treasures: his work and his family.

From this scrapbook and these pictures, author Cory Franklin has been able to fill in many of the details and provide us with a rich picture of his amazing life. His book has whetted our appetites to learn more about this man, whose story stretches back nearly 150 years to the nineteenth century.





And what a remarkable story it is! Motherless at a very early age, Mike survived the hardscrabble streets of New York City, educating himself at the public library and in the newspaper trade. He rose above poverty and loss of family, and with virtually no formal education, he built a business that not only survived but thrived through the Great Depression. It is a tale as instructive as any found in the Harvard Business School Case Study Handbook. More than that, he found the great love of his life in his “Billie,” our grandmother. He built a tight-knit family that is close today, in large part because of his efforts. Reason enough for us to read about him.

But this book is also a brief chronicle of what entertainment in America was like 100 years ago, an account that is woefully neglected in today’s history books. At one time, county and state fairs provided the best, and in many places the only entertainment to be enjoyed, long before radio and television. While these fairs were quintessentially American, the entertainment included performers, attractions, and animals from all over the world, who dazzled the public and ensured great crowds at each fair. Most people today are unaware of the size and scope of state fairs in that era, and no one was more important in their development than Mike Barnes. He was truly a giant in that facet of twentieth century American life.

Dr. Cory Franklin has authored several books, and he has demonstrated that he is a mindful student of American history, especially that of Chicago. In this portrait, Dr. Franklin places our grandfather in the context of a rapidly changing century and a rapidly changing city. Along the way, we have brief encounters with movie stars, gangsters, corrupt politicians, and even the Beatles. It’s a great read, and we’re especially lucky to learn more about our grandfather, who left us his scrapbook and his legacy.





This book is dedicated to Mike’s wife, Billie, and his two daughters: his surviving daughter, Mary, and her late sister, Betty Jane. We want to thank everyone in the Sheridan-Galvin family who participated in this project, and trust that this book will become a family heirloom. From the time Mike was born until today has been almost 150 years, and we fervently hope that our grandchildren and great-grandchildren will still be reading Mike’s story well into the twenty-second century. With all that said, a special thanks to our parents who shared their stories about Mike Barnes, an exceptional man.



Pam Sheridan Pappano

Gail Galvin Ellis

Dawn Galvin Meiners

Christopher Galvin

Betsy Sheridan Collins

Michael Galvin

Philip Sheridan







CHAPTER ONE

 Prologue

WHEN MIKE BARNES DIED IN 1956, THERE WAS AN OBITUARY written in the June 9 issue of Billboard, the entertainment industry magazine that had chronicled his achievements and successes for four decades. It described him thusly, “In the fair booking business, he was widely regarded as a man of integrity. He was generally given credit for having given stability to the booking field and also with having aided the development of the fair field through the introduction of revues and of many novelty acts.”

His death was important enough to also merit an accompanying editorial that began, “There is no picture of Mike Barnes in this issue. By news standards, there would be. Mike … merited such treatment. There is no picture of Mike Barnes because of Mike’s dying request that publications refrain from publishing one of him at his death. And we yield to that. He did not sell his personality, he sold his product. As the saying goes, he was all business.” There are no obituaries of him on the internet. This is an especially telling fact about Mike Barnes—having a long career in show business, where promotion and public display are the coin of the realm, Mike was not one to promote himself.

By these accounts, and those of his family who remember him, Mike Barnes was an intensely private person. For someone who was at the top of his profession for nearly thirty years, and who was so accomplished in other areas, there is remarkably little known about his life. He kept virtually no first-person notes, and because he died nearly a lifetime ago, none of his contemporaries are still alive. Family and friends who remember him were, with rare exception, children when they knew him. This makes writing his story difficult—but not impossible.

From newspaper accounts, photographs, and some other documents, we can learn the when and where of his life, and in some cases those facts will provide the why’s of his life. When we combine that with the major historical events of his time, this gives us an appreciation of what he did and more than a little admiration for his accomplishments as well. His story, as presented here, becomes not simply “The Mike Barnes Story” but “The Life and Times of Mike Barnes,” and it takes part during a fascinating era of American history.

One last observation in that respect: Mike’s obituary and the editorial in the 1956 Billboard, while extensive, were buried deep in the newspaper around page 50. This was hardly a measure of his importance to the industry; had he died 20 years before it would have been front page news. Rather, it was a measure of how the industry and indeed even Billboard, which was called The Billboard during Mike’s heyday, had changed. Starting in 1894, it was a weekly with regular news about circuses, circus performers, and circus life. It then became the newspaper of record for fairs, carnivals, and review shows. But the front pages of the 1956 Billboard were filled with stories about mid-twentieth century entertainment: movies (“Movie Theater Now Playground for Kids”), television (“Time-Life Buys Into Person-to-Person”), and music (“Decca Pacts Der Bingle to 3-Yr. Renewal”). Today, those headlines and references are as recondite as the ones about the fairs of the 1920s. But even in that 1950s Billboard world, the life and times of Mike Barnes were worthy of two mentions in what was then the industry Bible.

Michael Harry Barnes was born July 9, 1876, five days after the United States Centennial. The year he was born, the president, Ulysses S. Grant, had been the country’s greatest general a decade before, a military hero who guided the nation through its worst conflict of the nineteenth century. When Mike died in 1956, the president, Dwight D. Eisenhower, had been the country’s greatest general a decade before, a military hero who guided the nation through its worst conflict of the twentieth century. Despite this coincidence, there is probably no period in human history in which the world changed more than in the nearly eighty years of Mike Barnes’s life. Someone who time-travelled from 1940 to 2020 would be surprised by many things—computers, international travel, the discovery of the human genome—but for the most part that person would recognize today’s world. Someone transplanted from 1876 to 1956 would not have believed the changes in the world in four score years.

The America Mike was born into was only beginning to emerge as a truly united country, at least in terms of one’s ability to travel from one coast to another. The First Transcontinental Railroad had just made its inaugural trip across the country, arriving in San Francisco 83 hours and 39 minutes after leaving New York City. A decade before, the same trip would have taken weeks to months, either overland by covered wagon or by ship sailing around South America.

Some things don’t change over time. America at the time of Mike’s birth was hardly a peaceful nation. Violence had subsided since the end of the Civil War in 1865, but it remained a violent country. Racial animus was prevalent, especially in the South, in what was known as The Reconstruction Era. Despite being emancipated by the Civil War, Southern blacks were being stripped of political power and voting rights. Economically, many were little better off than they had been under slavery. The Indian Wars were at their height, with a confederation of 5000 Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Sioux tribesmen annihilating the 300 men of the 7th Cavalry Regiment under Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in Montana. Wild Bill Hickok was killed in Deadwood, South Dakota (when he was shot, he was holding aces and eights, which came to be known as the “dead man’s hand.”) The James-Younger Gang, a band of former Confederate desperadoes led by brothers Frank and Jesse James, and Cole Younger, left Missouri and headed north to Northfield, Minnesota, to pull off a daring, but what they assumed would be an easy bank heist (“The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid,” the subject of several movies). The town was lying in wait for the outlaws, and most of the gang were either captured or killed.

Mark Twain published The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, and Twain, the most astute observer of America at the time, referred to the era as “The Gilded Age”—a society with an overlay of gold covering a baser metal. He was referring to the economic inequality of a time when great fortunes were created through advances in industry, transportation, and commerce, while the urban and rural poor often lived harsh, brutal lives of poverty.

Yet there were positive signs as America began its second hundred years. Alexander Graham Bell received a patent for his new invention, the telephone. It was believed to be one of the most valuable patents ever awarded. Three days later, he made the first call to his assistant (“Mr. Watson, come here, I want to see you”). Another brilliant inventor, Thomas Edison, received a patent for the mimeograph machine, one of many inventions he was working on that transformed the world. Edison’s invention of the first practical light bulb would come two years later and would play a significant role in Mike Barnes’s career, because fifty years hence Mike Barnes’s contribution to outdoor lighting at state fairs would become one of his most significant accomplishments.

The inaugural season of professional baseball began with the first championship captured by the Chicago White Stockings of the National League, led by Cap Anson and Albert Spalding. (Despite their name, the White Stockings were actually the first incarnation of the Chicago Cubs. The team known today as the White Sox did not become a franchise for another twenty-five years.) The country was in the grips of the first great Depression, the result of The Panic of 1873, but there were signs the worst was over.

But in terms of everyday life, the America of Mike Barnes’s birth was a completely different world than that in which he died. Perhaps most importantly, 1876 America was a rural country. Nearly half the country’s citizens supported themselves and their families through agriculture. Three-quarters of the country’s population lived outside urban areas. By 1956, those numbers had turned around so that nearly two-thirds of Americans lived in or near cities, and fewer than twenty percent were farmers. This demographic shift had profound implications for the country’s politics, economics, culture, and among other things, Mike’s future businesses.

Other than Winston Churchill, who was two years old, most of the figures who shaped the world of the first half of the twentieth century were not yet born in 1876. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, Adolf Hitler, Dwight Eisenhower, Babe Ruth, Jackie Robinson, Charlie Chaplin, and Pablo Picasso were all born after 1876.

Public health was virtually unknown in 1876. For males, life expectancy was twenty five years longer in 1956 than it was in 1876; for females, it was nearly thirty years longer. In 1876, infectious diseases were epidemic; people died routinely of tuberculosis, cholera, diphtheria, and what would be considered trivial infections today. (In some respects, the close quarters of urban living rendered infectious diseases more common and more dangerous than they would be in the rural environment.) There were, of course, no antibiotics or vaccines; pasteurization of milk and water purification were in their infancy. Without refrigeration, food would typically spoil, leading to sickness and occasionally death. Surgery was more often lethal than lifesaving. Infant mortality was not even a measurable consideration in 1876, but it was probably twenty to fifty times higher than it was in 1956.

Alexander Graham Bell’s patent notwithstanding, there were no telephones in 1876. The world at night was dark. Larger cities may have been illuminated by oil lamps or occasionally gas lamps (Baltimore was the first American city to be lit by gas in 1816) but Edison’s light bulb to illuminate streets was several years off. Henry Ford’s Model T was still thirty years in the future, and there was no radio, television, or motion pictures.
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But there were state and county fairs, and peoples’ calendars were built around them. According to Derek Nelson, who wrote in the book The American State Fair (2004), “Even before automobiles, as long as a state fair was within a day’s travel, people came by the thousands. Schools closed. Hordes of people crossed the countryside, some walking, others riding in carriages, spring wagons, and the ‘one-hoss shay.’ If a fair was near a large city that had a station, trains brought visitors from neighboring states. Today, many folks readily travel to distant places and vacation several times a year, but those luxuries are recent developments. Before the turn of the twentieth century, from the Midwestern prairies to the woods of the Northeast, the week spent at the state fair once a year was the only vacation that most people had. Because it took so long to travel anywhere by wagon or carriage, fairgoers had to plan months in advance.”

America would change immensely from the last decades of the nineteenth century to the time following World War II. So would state fairs. And more than any single person, the man responsible for the change in the state fair over that time was Mike Barnes. He was a visionary and would become the premier impresario of the state fair—hiring the performers, and acting as talent scout, businessman, manager, promoter, and producer all in one. Mike was to the state fair what Flo Ziegfeld and Billy Rose were to Broadway, what Louis B. Mayer was to movies, and what Ed Sullivan was to television. Mike’s ideas and hard work were instrumental to the development of the state fair in the twentieth century: an integral part of American culture and entertainment.
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