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State Fair’s history
just part of the fun
in centennial year

They line up on the roof across the street, a 
dozen or more at a time, ready for the attack.

Soon, they’ll swoop in for the, er, kill, if you 
can call it that. They’ll pounce four, five, even 
six at a time, hanging on every perch, reaching 
around the tube, even hanging upside down 
like bats.

They probably spill as much as they eat, but 
never mind. Their siblings will clean that up, 
them and the squirrels. 

Not a scene out of some obscure Alfred 
Hitchcock movie. Just our neighborhood 
blackbirds. 

Two or three pairs of redwings nested in our 
area this summer. At first, it was just the par-
ents at the feeder, trying to balance on perches 
meant for sparrows. 

A full-grown blackbird is at least twice the 
size of a sparrow, maybe larger. Too big for 
a one-inch perch, or so you’d think. But they 
find ways. Blackbirds are very resourceful, 
we’ve found.

They’ll perch on one side of a feeding tube, 
reach around and peck food from the other 
side. Or they’ll perch on one level and peck 
below. A couple today tried to perch upside 
down and feed. I’m not saying that worked, 
but I watched them try.

Early on, nearly all our visitors were males, 
with their fancy black, gold and red plumage. 

They must feed mama and the babies, the way 
they work at it. Seldom if ever did the dun-
colored females show up at the feeders.

All that changed in July, though. All of a 
sudden, perches were full up with brown birds 
about the size of an adult male redwing. Even-
tually, I realized these were juvenile black-
birds, fledglings now foraging on their own, 
competing for perch space with their fathers.

Now, they’re getting their adult plumage, 
and you can see where their red wing patches 
will be. These are sort of mottled right now, 
mixed brown and red, but they are becoming 
more distinct. Or not, in which case, you’re 
dealing with a budding girl redwing. 

Whole families of them will line up along 
the peak of the neighbors’ roof, waiting a turn 
at the feeders. Then they swoop in. Their an-
tics are entertaining, but they’re not the big-
gest birds we get at the sparrow feeders. 

 That would be the Steller’s jays, huge blue-

and-black monsters that seem to love milo and 
millet as much as anyone. Some try to hov-
er, like a humming bird. Others try to grab a 
perch. The tubes are 18 inches apart, but I’ve 
seen jays perch on one and try to eat from the 
other. Hunger seems to be quite a motivator.

Then there are the mourning doves, almost 
as big as a jay, if a little more sedate. They’ll 
come in, perch on the top of the mounting pole 
and survey the feeders, trying to figure out 
how to tap the goodies.

If all else fails, they can clean up the left-
overs on the ground. That’s what the ground 
squirrel is doing this week.

Cynthia had some tubes out there with lit-
tle trays attached to catch the spills until he 
showed up. He could shimmy up the half-inch 
bar holding the feeders and then jump out to a 
tray, fill his cheeks, then go home with a load. 
She fixed that.

Now, he’s cleaning up the ground with the 
less dexterous redwings and the jays, when 
they show. The free lunch is over, at least for 
squirrels.

Gotta go now. Cynthia is going to fill her 
feeders, and I may have to run interference for 
her.

Steve Haynes is president of Nor’West News-
papers. When he has the time, he’d rather be 
reading a good book or casting a fly.

Blackbirds bring ominous note to feeder

“Dad, I would really like to go on the band 
trip to the amusement park this year,” my 
daughter informed me. I looked at our budget 
and it was squeezed so tight that I didn’t think 
we could get one more cent out of it. With 
the number of children we have, myself on a 
teaching salary, the concept of free education 
is a misnomer. If my daughter signed up for 
band, it was only free if she didn’t play an in-
strument or go on any of the band trips. If my 
son played football, it was only free as long as 
he didn’t need any pads or gear. If my daugh-
ter signed up for track, it was only free if she 
wore her own shoes while everyone else wore 
cleats. And thus the list went on and on.

Every fall we would start out with hundreds 
of dollars in fees and expenses for the events 
my children desired to do. We hated to cur-
tail their enthusiasm, but it seemed like they 
wanted to do everything that came along. It 
was then, as more and more of my children 
were getting into school, that I hit on the per-
fect plan. I tilled up nearly an acre of our horse 
pasture and planted raspberries. “What are we 
planting these sticks for?” my son asked.

“These sticks,” I replied, “are going to make 
it so you kids can earn money for the extra 
things you want in school.”

My son looked at me dubiously, as though 
he thought I was quite a few plants short of a 
full row. I realized it would take at least two 
years before my investment would start to pay 
off, and indeed it was hard to weed and take 
care of them the first two years for very little 
return. But in the third year the berries came 
on with great strength. I was out picking ber-
ries with my children before 6 every morning, 
picking well into the heat of the day.

What I picked we canned; what they picked 
we sold. They got to keep half of the money, 
the other half going to pay the expenses. They 
could easily make $8 per hour if they worked 
hard. My one daughter could make almost 
double that. From my picking, we canned 

about 200 quarts of raspberries and finally 
started selling some of them.

I love raspberries, especially as jam on hot 
bread, or just in a bowl with milk and sugar. 
I would eat enough raspberries while pick-
ing that I wouldn’t even want any lunch. As 
we were getting toward the end of summer 
the children could hardly wait to go back to 
school, especially when I reminded them that 
I had planted nine different varieties to help 
extend the season well into fall. When school 
started, I found myself alone, picking berries 
each evening after work. No matter how I 
coaxed, I couldn’t get any help.

When it came time for the fees and extras at 
school that fall, we set up the rules for the use 
of the money on what we now called the “earn 
it if you want it” program. If it was required 
for the class we paid it. If it was extra we paid 
half and they used their money to pay half.

It was then that we found even more im-
portant aspects of this “earn it” program – our 
children learned the value of money. When 
the time for the band trip approached, and my 
daughter had not yet requested we pay our 
half, I questioned her about it.

“I’m not going,” she replied.
I was shocked. “Why not?”
“Do you know how many berries I had to 

pick to earn the money that it would take to 
pay my half? You’re crazy if you think I’m go-
ing to pick that much just to go to an amuse-
ment park.”

And one last benefit occurred that I hadn’t 

considered. With the family gathered around 
one night, one son told me he planned to get 
an advanced degree in college so he could earn 
lots of money without having to pick berries 
all of his life. “College is expensive,” I told 
him. “If I were you I would get busy picking 
berries to earn the money in case you don’t get 
a scholarship.”

It really amazes me how many of my chil-
dren now get straight A’s in school – working 
hard for scholarships. I guess I might be pick-
ing berries alone pretty soon.

Daris Howard, award-win-
ning, syndicated columnist, 
playwright, and author, can 
be contacted at daris@dar-
ishoward.com; or go to his 
website at www.darishoward.
com.

Welcome to the 100th Kansas State Fair. Not the 100th an-
niversary of the State Fair but rather the 100th fair. Next year, 
we’ll celebrate the anniversary.

Confused? We’ll explain and that will help you understand 
why fair officials are rolling out the red carpet for two con-
secutive years to celebrate one of Hutchinson’s stellar events.

But first, welcome to Hutchinson and the Kansas State Fair. 
We’re sure you won’t be disappointed by any of the fair offer-
ings. And we’ve ordered up some cooler temperatures, at least 
for the first few days of the 10-day fair, to tempt you to stroll 
just a little longer while you’re on the fairgrounds.

We know there are plenty of foods – some healthy and many, 
like chocolate-covered bacon, that might make your heart stop 
beating for a second – to woo your taste buds.

And if you’re looking for a particular vendor, or food, or an 
interactive map to help you navigate the fairgrounds, then The 
News and K-State have the perfect toy – make that, tool. Visit 
hutchnews.com/fairmap.

Now about that anniversary thing. Think about the day you 
were born. That began your first year of life. Same with the fair 
– the 1912 fair began the first of 100 years of fairs.

A year later, 1913, was the first anniversary – or birthday, if 
you will – of the fair. So 2012 is just a dress rehearsal for the 
100th anniversary of the Kansas State Fair in 2013.

Still confused? No worries. No one has needed a reason – or 
an anniversary – in the past to enjoy the diversity of food and 
exhibits at the Kansas State Fair.

Just go.
And, again, welcome to Hutchinson and the 100th Kansas 

State Fair.
– The Hutchinson News, via the Associated Press

Working for band trip changes score

Where to write, call
   
   U.S. Sen. Pat Roberts, 109 Hart Senate Office Build-
ing, Washington, D.C. 20510.  (202) 224-4774 
roberts.senate.gov/public/
 
  U.S. Sen. Jerry Moran, 354 Russell Senate Office 
Building, Washington, D.C. 20510 (202) 228-6966. Fax 
(202) 225-5124 moran.senate.gov/public/

   U.S. Rep. Tim Huelskamp, 126 Cannon House Office 
Building, Washington, D.C. 20515.  (202) 225-2715 or 
Fax (202) 225-5124. Web site: huelskamp.house.gov

    State Sen. Ralph Ostmeyer, State Capitol Building, 
300 SW10th St., Room 225-E., Topeka, Kan. 66612, 
(785) 296-7399 ralph.ostmeyer@senate.state.ks.us
 
   State Rep. Rick Billinger, Docking Building, 
Room 754, Topeka Kan., 66612, (785) 296-7659 rick.
billinger@house.ks.gov

Other 
Opinions 

Daris Howard
Life’s Outtakes

•

• Along the
   Sappa

Steve
Haynes

Write us
   

  The Colby Free Press encourages Letters 
to the Editor on any topic of general interest. 
Letters should be brief, clear and to the point. 
They must be signed and carry the address and 
phone number of the author.

We do not publish anonymous letters. We 
sign our opinions and expect readers to do 
likewise. Nor do we run form letters or letters 
about topics which do not pertain to our area. 
Thank-yous from this area should be submit-
ted to the Want Ad desk.

Letters will not be censored, but will be read 
and edited for form and style, clarity, length 
and legality. We will not publish attacks on pri-
vate individuals or businesses not pertaining to 
a public issue.

Before an election, letters (other than re-
sponses by a candidate) will not be published 
after the Thursday before the polls open. 


