






















trinityes.org/summer




R I C H M O N D M A G . C O M 35

Beauty. The illusion and reality combust-
ed when the Pit of Despair caught fire on 
Adams Street and the Royal Car’s drapery 
ignited at First Street. Fire extinguishers 
quelled the flames without injuries. 

Sponsoring enterprises built substan-
tial pavilions that provided showrooms 
for companies’ wares, comfort for visitors 
and sites for hourly promotional contests: 
Kaempf’s on Ninth Street was ready to 
award the prettiest lady clerk of any car-
nival booth a box of candy, while the 
Benevolent and Protective Order of the 
Elks promised a box of El Truro Cigars to 
the ugliest out-of-towner, as decided upon 
“by a committee of ladies.” 

The promise of cigars also lured pass-
ersby to throw balls “at the head of a 
black man with the unbreakable skull,” 
as the Times described it, reporting with 

the typical and casually cruel tone of the 
day. A “fakir” handed three balls to toss-
ers for a nickel. The balls flew, and the 
man’s head jerked and dodged without 
injury. Then a man “weighing a full 200 
pounds” took matters into his ample 
hands. His first two direct hits did noth-
ing. Then the target caught sight of a 
friend and began distractedly talking. 
The thrower “gave three awful swings of 
his great arm and hurtled the ball,” which 

hit its mark square on the target’s crown, 
but the projectile bounced, shattering a 
“French plate glass window in Smithdeal’s 
Business College. … Then the ball rolled 
off in a corner, well satisfied with its 
work.” The head man finished his con-
versation then announced, “Keep it up, 
gem’men; the harder they come, the more 
I likes’em.” 

Newspaper accounts blithely em- 
ployed epithets to describe nonwhite 
entertainers and spectators alike. John 
Mitchell Jr., the black editor of the weekly 
Jackson Ward-based Richmond Planet, 
largely eschewed coverage of the fair, 
though the Planet did mention a rough-
hewn log cabin on display, because inside 
there was not only an oil painting of 
Thomas Jefferson, but also the work of 
James Conway Farley, a pioneering black 
photographer operating as the Jefferson 
Fine Art Co. at 523 E. Broad St. 

On the final evening of the fair, a 
massive crowd surged around the large 
stands between Third and Fourth streets 
on Broad’s north side to observe a cake-
walk dance performed by, the newspaper 
assured, “genuine negroes” of Jackson 
Ward. The cakewalk originated in the 
plantation South, where slaves compet-
ed through dance for a special cake; their 
choreography satirized formal white 
dances mashed up with their own inven-
tions for comic lampooning. This day’s 
demonstration ended not in laughter 
but screams.

A disturbance caused by a mule-driven 
streetcar attempting to pass through the 
crowd moved the mass of spectators 
against the platform. In search of a better 
view and an escape from the press of 
bodies, more than a dozen boys had clam-
bered upon the security railings 12 feet 
above the street. The support “broke with 
a crash,” tumbling the youngsters into the 
throng on the sidewalk below and causing 
a frightened rush. When the crowd 
momentarily cleared, 12-year-old Robert 
Lee Smith, “a small colored boy,” as the 
Times put it, was found alive but tram-
pled, his left leg broken and body bruised. 
An official on the stand urged the cake-

The fair interrupted 
traffic, closed schools 

and suspended 
government business. 

(Left) Businessman Henry Lee Valentine was 
crowned king of the carnival. (Opposite page) 
A Fairyland Parade featured horse-drawn 
floats depicting  elaborate fairy tales.
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walk to continue to prevent a stampede. 
The entertainment resumed, and “the 
excitement was soon forgotten,” the Times 
reported, “as they cheered their favorites 
in the rag-time performance.” 

At midnight, the Bostock aggregation 
dismantled its attractions to get on the 
road for Scranton, Pennsylvania. 

Public mentions in the papers by car-
nival organizers began making sugges-
tions that the festival become an annual 
“permanent institution.” Valentine, the 
carnival’s short-lived king, advocated a 
Tri-State Association comprising Virginia, 
West Virginia and North Carolina, to be 
capitalized by $25,000 to $50,000. 

The subsequent lawsuit by the family 
of Robert Lee Smith for $2,500 in damag-
es wound its way through trials and count-
er-trials. The Dispatch editorially called 
for dismissal due to the potential for Rich-
mond to incur bad publicity. Yet the Vir-
ginia Supreme Court of Appeals in Janu-
ary 1903 upheld the claim, albeit for $500.

The settlement left the association 
with $230, which went to the Virginia 
Home for the Incurables, and enthusiasm 
for another spring event faded.  

Richmond couldn’t quite quit the car-
nival arch, though. 

City officials debated its fate, while the 
United Daughters of the Confederacy 
noted the popularity of the carnival arch 
for visitors and photographic opportuni-
ties and considered a version for Monroe 
Park. That concept didn’t take hold, and 
the carnival arch’s crumbling cornices 
threatened to “involve the city in a damage 
suit,” as the Dispatch described. The cor-
nices got removed, and decorators for the 
autumn conventions of the Odd-Fellows, 
Firefighters and American Bankers 
dressed the shabby arch in flowers and 
bunting. By Oct. 20, it was taken down, 
and the last of the carnival’s visible 
memory finally vanished. 

Some decades later, broader-based 
festivities have evolved to embrace neigh-
borhoods and various ethnicities, animals 
(though not boxing kangaroos), food, art 
and music — celebrations where everyone 
is now WELCOME. R

(From top) 
Broad Street retailers built 
fanciful kiosks for displays. At 
Fourth Street, the entry for 
women’s and children’s 
clothing store Kaufmann & Co. 
is dark blue and trimmed in 
white with a dome lit by 250 
incandescent lights.

The Richmond Dispatch 
provided this rendering of 
festivities looking east from 
Foushee toward the carnival 
arch and City Hall. 

In the floral parade, George 
King drives a cart adorned with 
scarlet poppies and pulled by a 
snow-white goat.
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