“DOC" DORTON
Hg Malkes Qur Hearts Gay At The County Fair
Excerpls From Colliers - October 15 1540
tArtlcle Wrinen By Willlam Lindsay Graham)

There was a Ianfarg 1|:|I brass, and the curtming parted on the ootdodr
gtage. The grandstand crowd broke lnte applauke o (he chors advaneed — 18
luscious girls, precarfously polsed on rolling globes . . .

Around the edge of the fairgrounds  siretched o 100-food  Tence
bright with rambler roses. Half the blooms were covered by o vine wiis
broad, shining leaves. which shoet §ts tendrils 12 inches longer every night
it was the Japanese Kudzu vine, Imported i a eover crop to hall eresion . .

Under the gramdstand ln the exhibition hall a W0.year-ald girl, with
~ the clover leaf emblem of the Four-H Club on her blouse pockel, tried to
fight back tears. “I've lost it! Oh, jlepers, I lost my premium ribbon!™
Stralghiening her shouwlders, she sald to g fellow exhibitor, "I'm golng to Do
Dorion and tell him.  He'll know what to do®

ghe approached a man with alert bloe eyes who Hstened intently,
then prinned. “Just & minuie, honey, and 'l get il down In my noiebook.
Mow then, why don'l you eut along upstales and wateh the show? If your ribbon
doesn turn up Ul gei vou snother one just like Td-l:'lliji:al. And that's n
npromise.”

The chlld's face glowed; all was right witly the world “Dae™ Dorton
had: added obeé more fo the thougands of people on the Piedmont platenu of
Narth Carolina who think of the word “fair” as synonymeous with his name.

For over a quarler of a century, Dr. 1 5 Doron of Shelby, N, C,
has. demonstrated whal the anclent Institutlon of The Falr ¢on be when
powersd by horso-trader shrewdness, ferver for land eonservation, and 8 whele-
hearted Jove of outdoor show business. Other falr managers may top him In
e of these guallfies, It §5 doubiful I anyone ever combined them with
preater foroe, catching up thoussnds of hizs fellow eiilzens jn the whisl of his
pwn enthusiasm and gently spinning them into a &ingle strand of influence
to draw the country nlong the woy of aprieulturn] propross.

Ignorance, apathy and the dmg of anclent custom in tilling the sofl
are constant targels for the prophets of agrarian doom. Doc Dorton seldom
stops long enough to view them with alarm. He s foo busy showing his
nelghbors and the country al large how to make improved farming methods
“take aholt” and spread like the kudzu vine.

“on Broadway. Doe Dorten i known az & man who books the hest,
vel can .'slt'ett'h A dollar farther than any other kumaon being. Part of the seeret
lica in his homemade flagpoles. Doe ig & greal one for "flagging up” the falr-
grounds, “Flags are ke hands” he says, “waving a lendly hello — bockoning
the folks to come inside.”

Rut Doe refuses to buy the sectional stee]l flagooles usually carcied by
carnivals, for they cost about $150 each. Instead, he made hiz own. On a patch
of land ke owng pear Bhelby is p stand of loblolly pine, some of it 40 foet
hipgh., Doe cut down 300 (rees, peeled and seascned them, painted them with
aluminum paint — and he had his flagpoles. For the fop of each he designed




an ormamental slivery globe, mnde of six-inch aluminum mixing bowls from
the five-and-ten, screwed together in pairs, rfim o rm,

At the State fair In Raleigh he buill two 50-food towers with a slope
of corrugated roofing between them sweeping down Inia a concrete basin, A small
electric pump sucked water [rom Lhe basin up into an everflow tank from which
It foamed down apaln, over and over. At night, shielded bulbs turned it into
a rainbow cascade, The whole thing was typieal of Dorlon — color, lights
and mollon.

# ,And In the basin what d'va think he put? Thoroughbred ducks! Lost
kids are teken to the busin while the announcer |s ealllng the parents. When
the parents show up, ihe kldg start yapplng for morg popoormn = to feed the
ducks? I'm felling you, that puy Dorten covers every ongle”

In talking to Dot Dorton yYou can sée al once one mental trait in which
he dilfers from most of us: he sees things nol as statle, 1solaled units but 2z one
great interlocking process, Of, as he would put §. "In the falr butiness every-
thing fils together. When a ‘hell driver’ jumps his auts through a hoon of fine
he's helping 10 break the stranglehold of colion on this county.”

The hell driver and his fellow daredevils, performing belore Lhe grand-
gland, have brought crowds to the fair.  Once there, Ihe people get a Ioad
of the state agricultural exhibits, strongly featuring the Live-At-Home campaign
of crop rotation, more and better cornfields, importatlon of dairy cattle and a
pood Kitehen garden for every farm—so the folks will ent “come high water
of slx-cent colton,”

Acearding 1o Dog, "People can't be pushed sgnywhere.  But lhey ean.
be led, Seems to me the seerel of good education ls 1o mix It up with entertaln.
ment and spark it with friendly competition.” He makea It sound easy because
he has a nafurally warm heart.

Doc did not enter the business of fair managemenl by decision: he was
“drug in." In 1523 the Kiwanls Club of Shelby ihe wag charler member) staried
ialk of reviving a eounty falf. Doc was put on the commiiiee and before he
knew it he was the commitiee. With no previous experience al {alr organiza-
tion he rolled up his sleeves a little higher, "tock aholt™ and put the Cleveland
County Fair together In slx hectic months, building n grandstand seating 4,200,
exhibit’ buildings, a |lvestock barn and a race track, He savs "We moved
0000 cuble vards of dist with nothing bul mules and dump carts, cutting
and filling, to level the troek.”

The falr Incorporated a8 8 nonprofil organleation In 1924 with a stock
fesue of S17,000 subscribed by lowal businessmen and farmers.

The properly |8 pow appralsed at £25000 and s onlypone of thre
such instiiutlons ren by Doc Dorton.

Meanwhile, Norith Carolina’s big state [air sl Ralelgh was running at
a loss, under private operation. And in 1837 a plain.-speaking, bushy-browed
mountain of a4 man named Kerr Scott ran for Commissioner of Agpriculture
tlater governcrd with this plank In his platform: “State operation of the
stute fafr.” "



Seott won the election, and putl Do Doefton in oas manager.  Ralejzh
falr began to make money, a modest share of which wenl o Doe, who — now
whiih two salacies [rom ithe lalegeouwnds — retlved from velerinary practice
Freodom from the rounds of a barnvard sawhenes faabled him o start a thicd
fair on the meadow and arouncd the pretty lake where his car had gone off
the rowd a decade earlies, (On outskirts of Charlotie — this [air called The
Roiihern States Faird

In spite of the endless detail, Doc has found time down the years o serve
as pregident of falr aszeeiations, take part in American Legion and fratectial
aclivities, organize the  North  Carollna 3addle Herse Assoclatlon  with  his
triend Kerr Secit, and head civie committees.  Last vear he took time out
from planning a new hote (o help bulld the town of Shelby s swimming
pool (park and athletic field yet to comel,

On the desk in Doc's study j8 A significant collection of lterniure: §
Bible, a dictionary, a volume of Emerson's essays snd o stack of back [sswes
af Billeoard, the ecneyelopedie trade weekly of show husiness.

In the depression wears aller: 102, the glittee of a fairground revoe
lifted people inte wonderland [or an instant, only to drop them agalm, when
it was over, back Into & world of worn elothes and worried hearts, Doc wound
up his show In these days with a different Rind of musie, Adapting the fdea
of the mechanieal rabhit in prevhound racing, he nut & tame red fox inoa
stiel enpe and sent i oaround the track on & monorail carriage of his own in
veption: and top foxhounds, led by national champion Dangerous Fancy, com.
peted [n the warld's first miechanieal fox chase,. The sound was sweel o

Carollnian &ars.

The corn ceop fallure of 1947 threw ouwl o challenge W which Doc
Dorton made a characterlstie responge: he started 3 Corn Contest with a $1.000
prize at each of his three Lairs for the [rst farmer to produce 200 or more
bushels of ear comm from a single acre. the vield te he certifiod by the counly
agent, Tho next year one [armer grew 148 and recelved fwo encourage-
ment prizes of $100 each.

In Aprll of this year (18349 the North Carolina legislature voted 2.
0oo,000 to make the Raleigh falrgrounds Into g permanemt sgiate exhibition
of artz, Industries, agriculture and wild life. Kerr Secoit, the farm boy whao
grew up to be governar, drawled softly, “All right now, Doe — yveu been cam-
pafgnin® around for this thing since away back yonder. Meanwhile you bern
bullding stuff out of serap lumber and chicken wire, making it look like a
million dollars. Well, now vou got A million dollars, You got two million,
What you golng 1o do with (77

Dorfon's blue oyves erackled. “Commissioner — just you sit tight and
watch, T've been studying this over In my mind foo long to talk about, getting
up at ohght when 1 eouldn't sleep and writing down ideaz In my notebook,
Just you waich us —we're really polng to come n-tearlng out of the woods
this time!"

By Willlem Lindsay Greshom



