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ABSTRACT

Circus has had an enormous economic and cultural influence on Sarasota since 

the Ringling Brothers and Barnum&Bailey Circus winter quarters were established in 

Sarasota in 1927.  This thesis attempts to elucidate how the role of circus has changed in 

the community from 1927 to April 2012 within the framework of Sarasota heritage.  I 

also tried to address the prospects for the continuation of the area's circus legacy by 

briefly examining the state of the circus industry in and out of Sarasota.  My insights are 

derived from interviews with people involved in the Sarasota circus community, 

ethnographic notes and historical readings.  
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CHAPTER I

PUTTING UP THE TENT

Introduction

They walk among us... circus folk that is.  Once I began looking for circus in 

Sarasota, I saw it everywhere.  John and Charles Ringling established the winter quarters 

here  in  1927.   The  Ringling  Brothers  and  Barnum&Bailey  (RBBB)  Circus'  winter 

quarters remained in Sarasota County until 1991.  Though the RBBB Circus left Sarasota 

County over twenty years ago, the circus remained, just in a less visible form. Rather 

than one giant circus, there are currently about a dozen small shows based in the Sarasota 

area.  I was told countless times during the course of my research that the Sarasota area 

continues to be the center of the American circus and I found no reason to argue.  

This thesis is an ethnographic exploration of circus in the Sarasota community, 

both past and present.  I focus mostly on 1940 to the present, because this is the time 

span that the people I spoke with experienced first hand. More specifically, I want to 

explore  how the  circus  in  Sarasota  has  changed over  time  and how the  relationship 

between Sarasota and circus has changed accordingly.  I tried to place a great deal of 

emphasis on the contemporary circus institutions in Sarasota, because I want people to 

realize that the circus is not only a part of Sarasota's past, but part of its past and present.  

I feel extremely confident that circus will also be part of its future. 

 I should also say what this thesis is not.  For the most part, it is not an analysis of 

circus in Sarasota County.  Venice has its own, but very much interrelated, circus history 
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that I did not even attempt to elucidate due to the large scope of my thesis even in its 

present form.  I do make an occasional nod to Venice, given its proximity and the depth 

of the relationship between the two.  Gibsonton, FL, located just a short drive south of 

Tampa, is another town famous for its ties to the entertainment industry.  Gibsonton is 

known for its connections to carnival and the side show.  There are certainly connections 

between Gibsonton and Sarasota, but this is another facet that I did not explore. As one 

might suspect, the circus community in Sarasota is not a neatly separated sect of the 

circus  community  as  a  whole.   There  are  many  social  connections  among  Venice, 

Sarasota,  Gibsonton,  and  indeed  circus  towns  the  world  over.   My  limitations  are 

artificial, but necessary for the scope of my project.

Further, this thesis is also not a comprehensive look at circus in Sarasota.  I could 

spend a lifetime studying circus here.  There are innumerable individuals with whom I 

could have spoken and a thousand home archive collections I could have explored.  I 

could  have  analyzed  performances.  I  could  have  learned  trapeze.   The  dozen  small 

circuses I mentioned before play a small part in my thesis.  In no way do I think these  

organizations are less important; in fact they are very important to performers' continued 

ability to make a living.  The lack of detail about these organizations is due to issues of 

time and accessibility. I spent more time looking at the more publicly recognized circus 

institutions in Sarasota.   These include Circus Sarasota,  the Ringling Museum, Bob's 

Train, Sailor Circus, the Rosaire's Big Cat Habitat and Big Top Tours.  I did approach 

some manifestations of non-public circus life through the Showfolks Club and Sarasota's 

Circus Fans of America organization.  Despite all of the things that I did not look at, this 
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is still a project that favors breadth over depth.  Each of the institutions I listed above 

could probably have been the basis for an entire thesis.   

First of May

In the circus, the term “first of May” is used to refer to someone who is starting 

out in the business with absolutely no experience.  I began researching circus in Spring 

2011 with about as little first-hand experience with circus as was humanly possible. I 

never dreamed of running away to the circus as a kid; in fact, I didn’t see my first circus  

until I was in tenth grade.  Not to mention that I had developed an intense fear of clowns, 

cultivated  by watching  one  too  many horror  films  with  my father.   Aside  from the 

stereotypes that pop up in movies and the ever-present advertisements for Cirque du 

Soleil, many people of my generation don’t have much first hand experience with circus. 

Circus has gotten a bit lost amongst the video games, TV shows, and movies that make 

up the entertainment repertoire of many American children. 

  In 2004, my mother  planned a circus  extravaganza of  sorts  for  me and my 

cousin.  She bought us tickets to a Ringling Brothers Barnum&Bailey performance in 

Orlando,  after  which  we  drove  to  the  Ringling  Museum in  Sarasota.   I  specifically 

remember two parts of the performance. One is the sight of a dozen women performing 

simultaneously on red silks dangling around the arena, and the other is the elephants.  I 

was impressed by the performance, but I was underwhelmed by the museum.  What the 

circus presented in movement and vitality, the museum matched in inertia. It was during 

this visit that I happened upon New College for the first time.  We ended up at the Caples 

Art Complex while roaming the Ringling grounds.  My cousin explained that she thought 
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about going to school here but it was too small.  The whole conversation meant nothing 

to me since I didn't even know the name of the college, and  besides, I wasn’t going to go 

to school in Florida.  The circus was my introduction to Sarasota and to New College. 

Just as I never intended to go to school in Florida, I never intended to do a thesis on the 

circus, but perhaps it is appropriate for me to start and finish my time in Sarasota with the 

circus. 

I underwent something of a crisis last year when I came to the realization that I 

did not want to be an academic.   I found myself turning more and more toward studying 

popular  culture  and social  justice  issues  as  a  way to  both  finish  my degree  at  New 

College and study something that I felt was relevant to the non-academic world.  Last 

spring I enrolled in an ethnography course.  While I was searching for a location to do 

my field project, a friend mentioned that her mom had gone to a diner with circus photos. 

The place was called Bob’s Train.  The diner was located in four traincars, including a 

famous one known as JOMAR that once served as John and Mabel Ringling’s personal 

traincar.  The second one was used as the dining car, with a few well placed decorations. 

In the final two cars, the walls were covered with more than 700 photographs.  Most 

were  circus-related  photos  dating  primarily  from the  1940s  and  1950s.   I  spent  the 

semester talking to both customers and employees about circus.  The conversations were 

largely about the circus of yesteryear; the kind of behemoth circus that traveled by train 

and performed under canvas.  I was introduced to traveling towns, animal welfare, and 

the idea that the circus used to be the biggest thing that happened all year.     

  I started my research at Bob’s Train with the attitude of “when in Rome…,” but 
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the more I learn about circus, the greater my affection grows.  Every day I have worked 

on this project, I have found something new and interesting.    I am captivated by the idea 

that  so  many people  in  Sarasota  have  made  their  living  doing  extraordinary  things. 

While doing research for this thesis, I often found the New College Student Alliance 

mission running through my mind: "That the natural state of the human spirit is ecstatic 

wonder! That we should not settle for less!"

A Starting Point

I began this project as a critique.  I was not satisfied with the way circus was 

being represented  in  Sarasota,  specifically at  the  Ringling  Museum.   The museum I 

experienced on my first  visit  to  Sarasota focused much more heavily on art  and the 

opulence of John Ringling over the world of circus. Since my first visit, an entirely new 

building devoted solely to circus has been erected.  The old circus museum focuses on 

the structure and presentation of the mid-1900s circus, and overall, I felt that it provided 

a  very top-down view.  I  believed  that  what  was  needed were  representations  of  the 

experiences  of  performers  and  workers.   I  planned  to  conduct  approximately  10 

interviews that would focus on how individuals experienced circus life.   I  wanted to 

focus the interviews on the Ringling era of Sarasota, mainly because I thought Sarasota's 

circus ties were mostly in its past.  

I am happy to say that my initial critique of the Ringling Museum is on its way to 

becoming null and void.   I wish I could say that it was my doing; alas, it was a man 

named Howard Tibbals.  Tibbals has been vital to the renewal of interest in circus in 

Sarasota,  and he will  be discussed more fully later on.   In late  September 2011, the 

5



Ringling Museum unveiled a major expansion to the Tibbals Learning Center.  It is an 

interactive area that showcases many of the props used by local circus families.  There is 

also a board where guests can write their favorite circus memories, an area where guests 

can try to walk the wire while safely on the ground as well as videos and audio devoted 

to circus.  

Methods

The expansion of the Tibbals Center addressed many of the points that I intended 

to  raise  in  my thesis.   I  have  also  found  more  documentaries,  autobiographies,  and 

interviews about circus life in Sarasota than I initially believed existed.  Many of them 

have been produced over the last  few years.  Though I  believe there is still  room for 

improvement, I no longer felt comfortable making a critique the centerpiece of my thesis. 

As I was researching, I continued to find more and more about contemporary circus in 

Sarasota.  I continued with my research knowing that I was not going to do what I had 

originally intended, but not quite knowing what I was doing instead.  It wasn’t until after 

I finished collecting data that I decided to focus on changes in the circus in Sarasota since 

the 1950s.

  I spent a great deal of time reading about circus.   I  felt  this was necessary 

because circus is very much a family business. Many of the circus histories mentioned 

prominent circus families and groundbreaking performers who just so happen to reside in 

the Sarasota area.  I wanted to show respect by learning as much about circus as I could, 

particularly since many circus folks feel that the American public doesn’t  care about 

circus anymore.  I do feel that I achieved an acceptable degree of fluency to be able to 
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converse with participants about changes in the industry.  Unfortunately, I did not find 

many of  my best sources  until  late  in  the research process.  White Tops Magazine,  a 

publication of the Circus Fans of America that has been in print since the 1920s, would 

have been enormously helpful if I found it six months earlier than I did.  I attempted to 

conduct  archival  research,  but  I  was  told  that  the  Ringling  Museum  archives  were 

unbrowsable  because  they were  being  moved.   I  did  end  up looking  at  route  cards 

(schedules used by circus  management  showing the dates  and locations of  the tour), 

photographs, posters and newspaper clippings while talking with people at their homes. 

There are relatively few academic sources about circus.  This is not to say that 

there hasn’t been a great deal written on the subject.  There is an abundance of popular 

writing.  Many of these accounts are biographies of powerful and influential figures such 

as  John  Ringling  and  P.T.  Barnum.   There  are  also  many  blogs  and  circus  history 

websites that are written by and for circus enthusiasts. The few academic sources I was 

able to find about American circus cover issues in what is known as the “Golden Age” of 

American circus, when it was at the height of its influence on American culture.  The 

emphasis on the Golden Age era is also present in popular writing.

After I had completed most of my background reading, I conducted interviews 

and visited many of the circus institutions in Sarasota.  Most of the fieldwork for my 

thesis took place over three months during peak season for circus in Sarasota, which is 

December through March since it is the time when the most performers are in the area 

and the bulk of annual circus events take place.  I  hung around Sailor Circus for an 

afternoon and spoke with  some of  the  kids  and  the  director  (I  also  saw their  Mary 
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Poppins Show in early April), and volunteered with Circus Sarasota for about 20 hours 

over the course of February.  I also visited the Big Cat Habitat/ Gulf Coast Sanctuary, 

took a tour with Big Top Tours, spent an evening at Showfolks, spent another evening at 

Showfolks with the Circus Fans of America, attended a Cowboy/Circus Funeral for the 

well-known Western performer Hub Hubbell, attended numerous Center Ring Saturday 

events at the Ringling Museum, and of course dropped by Bob’s Train once in a while. 

By  my  estimate,  I  spent  approximately  80  hours  visiting  circus  organizations  and 

conducting interviews.  

Obviously, the compact nature of the field work is not the anthropological ideal, 

but I did my best to follow the standard protocols of good ethnography.   I specifically 

used Roger Sanjek's “On Ethnographic Validity” in which he lays out theoretical candor, 

the  ethnographer's  path  and  field  note  evidence  as  the  three  canons  of  ethnographic 

validity (1990:395). I informed everyone I spoke with of what I was doing, took copious 

notes, tape recorded what I could, and participated whenever possible.   Sailor Circus is 

the only place that I did not reach any level of participant-observation.  I watched and 

talked with some of the kids, but there was no specific role for me to play.  Though I  

visited many of these places only once or twice, I saw many of the same people across 

organizations.   This  allowed  me  to  gain  some  degree  of  recognition  in  the  circus 

community.  I even managed to gain an introduction at a few of the sites.  

During  interviews,  I  tried  to  base  questions  on  information  that  people  had 

already told me both as a way of vetting information and trying to gain a sense for the 

range of perspectives on a given topic.  Though I hope this thesis will bring recognition 
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to the continuing importance of circus in the Sarasota community, I make no claim to 

speak with the voice of the circus community.  I use many direct quotes from the people I 

interviewed, but as James Clifford stated in “On Ethnographic Authority,” “Quotations 

are always staged by the quoter and tend to serve merely as examples or confirming 

testimonies” (1983:139).   Many of the quotes I include are direct responses to questions 

I chose to ask.  I did my best to include issues that seemed most important to the people I  

interviewed, but I also began my research with specific interests that directed the process. 

Overview of Interviewees

I  conducted  formal  interviews  with  seven  individuals  over  the  course  of  my 

fieldwork.  All  interviewees  were  of  a  European  or  European-American  background 

though  it  was  not  my  intention  to  exclude  any other  groups.   Most  circus  folks  in 

Sarasota  are  of  European  background,  though  in  the  past  30  years  more  and  more 

performers  are  coming  from other  regions,  particularly  South  and  Central  America. 

There are several notable families in Sarasota from Central America, but I never had the 

fortune of meeting them in person.  Some of the people I interviewed are from circus 

families while others are first, and likely last, generation. Participants ranged in age from 

late 40s to early 90s.  Initially, I sought to interview people from their 20s to their 90s, 

but I found it difficult to track down younger people in the circus business for reasons I 

will  explain  in  the  fourth  chapter.   Though  I  did  not  target  Ringling  performers 

specifically,  all  of the performers I interviewed worked with Ringling at  some point. 

This  is  likely due  to  the  size  of  the  Ringling  operation  and that  I  inevitably tapped 

specific social networks to find interviewees.  There may be a large portion of the circus 
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community in Sarasota that has no connection with the Ringling Circus, but I have not 

met them.  There is also a gender imbalance in my interviews, but again, this was not in 

the design.   For the older generations, there are simply more women than men.  I did not 

interview any roustabouts (people who work manual labor jobs for the circus, but do not 

perform).  The people who work as roustabouts do not tend to stay connected to the 

circus world, which makes them very difficult to find.  

I did not interview anyone from a family that has been in the business for more 

than three generations, despite the presence of many families in Sarasota who have been 

in the business for over one hundred years.  The Nocks, Wallendas, Cristianis, Rosaires, 

Zerbinis, and others have been in the circus for seven or more generations.  To a degree, 

this was an intentional decision.  I was able to find interviews with some performers from 

these well-established families.  There have also been documentaries made about the 

Wallendas and the Rosaires.  Since I had access to information on these families, I chose 

to interview people whom I would not otherwise learn about.  

My criteria for selection were as follows: current residence in Sarasota, current 

involvement with circus community, and residence in Sarasota for at least five years at 

some point in their lifetimes.  I specifically looked for people who seemed to be very 

involved with the circus community either through intense dedication to one organization 

or involvement in many.  The duration of each interview was one to two hours, with most 

being  closer  to  the  two-hour  mark.   Interviews  were  conducted  at  the  homes  of  the 

participants.   Unfortunately,  there  was  a  technical  issue  in  my interview with  Dolly 

Jacobs in which I lost the vast majority of the audio, so there will be relatively few direct 
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quotes from her throughout despite her amazing insights.  

Defining Theoretical Concepts

There are a few terms I use consistently throughout the thesis that I would like to 

clarify  before  I  continue.   Heritage,  circus  folks/people  and  circus  community  are 

important but vague terms that I believe require demystification.  My main approach to 

the  presence  of  circus  in  Sarasota  concerns  heritage.   By  heritage  I  mean  the 

manifestations  of  the  past  that  are  interpreted  in,  and  have  bearing  on,  the  present. 

Heritage  is  a  product  of  the  present,  not  the  past  (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett  1995:5).   I 

believe that heritage encompasses both material and intangible cultural products.  

Identity and Community

A circus person doesn't call what we do a job.  It's who we are.
-Heidi Herriott

Throughout the thesis, I use the terms circus people or circus folks to refer to 

anyone who works or has worked in the industry as a manager or performer.  When I first 

started researching, I was reluctant to use these terms since I wasn't sure people would 

want to be defined in this way.  What I found was that no one took offense, and the 

majority of people chose to identify themselves in this way during our conversations. 

Families  who  have  been  in  the  business  for  generations  in  particular  tend  to  define 

themselves  by  their  affiliation  with  the  circus.   For  most  people  who  work  in  the 

business, circus is a way of life, not just something they do.  From the PBS documentary 

Circus(2010), I even go the impression that being called a circus person is something that 

many first generation performers aspire to, but some feel they can never hold that title in 

the same way that people who have grown up in the circus can.  

11



Unlike many groups that claim a unique identity, circus folks can't be picked out 

in a crowd when walking around Sarasota.  In town, they do not dress differently or look 

different than anyone else. Even the many foreign accents can pass without much notice. 

Circus people are part of the Sarasota community but they also form a distinct, semi-

bounded sub-group within Sarasota.  As Mary Jane Miller told me, circus folks tend to 

spend most  of  their  time  with  other  circus  folks  simply because  they have  more  in 

common. Because the circus community is sort of bounded, I was particularly interested 

in how families originally got into the business. At times, it was difficult to talk about a 

local circus community because most performers think about the circus community in an 

international  context.   Toby Ballantine explained that when he would start  on a new 

show, no matter where, people would already know him either by reputation or through 

one of his family members.  

Summary of Chapters

This  thesis  is  about  the  unique  relationship  between  Sarasota  and  circus.  In 

chapter two, I attempt to illustrate the context for the significance of circus in American 

life,  and  provide  some  idea  of  how circus  has  changed  with  American  culture.   In 

Chapter III: The Town the Circus Built, I trace the unique historical role that the circus 

has played in the development of Sarasota as a city and a cultural center.  Chapter IV: 

The Circus is Dead, Long Live the Circus explores the feeling that the circus is dying, 

juxtaposed with the adaptability of American circus.  In Chapter V, I show the improved 

reputation of circus in the Sarasota community over the past ten years.  The Conclusion 

offers thoughts on the future of circus in the Sarasota community.  
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CHAPTER II
FROM ASTLEY TO ZACCHINI: A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN 

CIRCUS

I was not sure what to expect when I entered the plain white big top, walked past 

the concessions, and entered a circular tent with a single ring that smelled of sawdust. As 

I sat under the Circus Sarasota big top in February 2011, I watched in a sort of trance the 

second circus of my life.  A parade of brightly-colored costumes and human dexterity 

unfolded before  my eyes.   I  watched Picasso Jr.  juggle,  the  Alanian  Riders  perform 

equestrian  tricks,  Dolly  Jacobs  soar  effortlessly  through  the  air,  the  Azzario  sisters 

contort themselves into seemingly impossible positions, the Moroccan Connection stack 

themselves  into  every  possible  geometric  shape,  Erik  Neimen  perform tricks  on  the 

tightrope, Krisztina and Sebastian dance in a dozen different outfits in five minutes and 

the Fornaserie  family attempt to  deal  with their  incorrigible  terrier.  The Jose Michel 

Clowns also provided a number of comedic interludes.  All of this was done in breathless 

succession.  Then,  surprise  of  all  surprises,  I  watched  the  ring  master  climb  into  a 

contraption called “The Wheel of Destiny.”  It was a giant pendulum-like wheel that at 

the height of its rotation reached the top of the tent. 

Beyond my admiration, there were a number of things that struck me about the 

performance. For example, there seemed to be an emphasis on the foreignness of the 

performers.  This was evident in their names, but even more evident in the costumes and 

introductions.  The relative lack of animals also surprised me, given that for many the 

elephant  is  the  circus  poster  child.   There  were  a  few  minor  slip-ups  during  the 

performance, and I began to conclude that they were used purposefully to increase the 
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audience’s suspense and sense of danger. By the end of the performance, I had heard the 

names of all the performers, and felt that I “knew” them in some way. After all, there had 

never  been more  than half  a  dozen performers  in  the ring  at  once;   I  could  see  the 

expressions on their faces and the movement of their muscles. I began to contemplate the 

origins of many of the things I witnessed.  What was based on entrenched circus tradition 

and what was considered a divergence?

What’s it all about?

There are a few preliminary considerations when discussing the origins of the 

American Circus.  The first is definitional.  The word circus is borrowed from Latin, 

where it means ring or circle.  Arguably then, presentation in a ring is an important part 

of what it means to be a circus. Yet, there must be more than that to a circus. Different 

people will  mention different qualifications: animals,  the big top,  sawdust,  elephants, 

clowns, acrobats, etc.  As a minimal working definition, I submit: a performance held in 

a  ring  that  merges  a  variety of  acts  based  on the  manipulation  of  the  human body.  

Circus-related arts have existed for thousands upon thousands of years.  Bob Horne (of 

Bob’s Train) traces the beginning of circus to the Egyptians, but another popular view 

promoted in books such as  The Circus from Rome to Ringling trace its routes to the 

Roman Circus Maximus.  I suspect circus-type events have happened throughout human 

history.  After all, there are few things of greater interest to our species than our own 

bodies.  

During the course of this chapter, I will briefly outline the history of the American 

circus in roughly chronological order.  In addition to providing the names and dates for 
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major  changes,  I  also aim to  discuss  the  circus  in  its  social  context.   I  give  special 

attention to the history of the Ringling Circus, both because it was the circus for a long 

period of time and because it has the strongest connection to Sarasota. I will integrate 

discussion of race, gender, animal rights and morality without taking out my soapbox too 

often.  There  are  certain  parts  of  the  history of  the  American  circus  that  I  find  very 

distasteful, particularly the ways that circuses sometimes presented other cultures to the 

public.  When I criticize the circus, it is in the context of the wider society. I find that the 

circus has done no worse than its contemporary institutions.  The information in this 

chapter  is  primarily  drawn  from  four  books:  John  Culhane’s  The  American  Circus  

(1990),  Gene  Plowden’s  Those  Amazing  Ringlings  and  Their  Circus  (1967),  Ernest 

Albrecht’s  The  New  American  Circus  (1995)  and  David  Hammarstrom's  Inside  the  

Changing Circus (2012).

The Origins of the American Circus

The beginning of the American circus is  traced most  often to  Phillip  Astley’s 

introduction of the ring in London in 1768.  Astley was a horseman who figured out that 

having his horses canter in a forty-two foot diameter circle provided the perfect amount 

of centrifugal force to achieve the proper balance to perform complex tricks. Of course, 

Astley’s Amphiteatre did not only showcase equestrian acts; he also introduced music, 

acrobats and domesticated animals.  Perhaps most importantly, he used clowns to break 

up the tension between acts. Astley’s clowns acted as foils to the fantastic displays of 

grace and daring.  He did all of this at his riding school in London and he eventually 

established shows throughout Europe, but he never brought a show to the United States. 
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Also, he never called his performance a “circus.” One of Astley’s riders, Charles Hughes, 

was the first to use the term circus when he established an independent venture (Culhane 

1990:1-4). 

Thomas Pool brought the circus to the New World in 1785, more specifically to 

Philadelphia  (1990:3).   Equestrian  acts  were  the  highlight  of  early  circuses  and 

comprised the bulk of the show.  At the time, most people were educated about horses, so 

they were able to appreciate the difficulty of the feats being performed. As one example, 

Thomas Pool performed a trick during which he held a glass of wine while standing on a 

horse that  was cantering  around the ring (1990:7).   Pool’s  show was a  proto-circus, 

featuring only equestrian acts and clowns performing in a ring. Due to injury, his run was 

short-lived. 

The circus would not come to the United States again until 1793, when John Bill 

Ricketts introduced the circus proper to American audiences. In addition to clowns and 

equestrian  acts,  Ricketts’  Philadelphia  act  included  an  acrobat  and  a  rope  walker. 

Reportedly, George Washington himself attended many of these engagements;  he is said 

to have appreciated the horsemanship. Thus began an entanglement between the circus 

and  patriotism/politics  which  continues  today.  Ricketts  was  also  the  first  to  take  his 

circus  on  tour  in  the  United  States.  In  1794,  he  led  a  wagon  tour  from Boston  to 

Baltimore.  In 1795, he established a second amphitheater in New York City.  Ricketts 

was the source of several other firsts for the American circus.  In 1794, he presented the 

first spectacle or “spec.” The spec is a theatrical performance that utilizes all members of 

the  circus  company.  The  1794  spec  was  a  patriotic  number  based  on  Washington’s 
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suppression of the Whiskey Rebellion. John Culhane makes the argument that “…the 

circus aided in the mythologizing of American history, the way film and television do 

today” (Culhane 1990:9). Perhaps this is true, but it seems to me the audience for these 

productions  wouldn’t  have  been  large  enough  to  take  much  responsibility  for 

“mythologizing.” Though the spec has since gone the way of the wagon, it was a circus 

institution until the 1950s. In 1797, Ricketts gained his first competitor, the Lailson and 

Jaymond Circus from France.  Since that outfit  quickly failed,  they are hardly worth 

mentioning except on one point.  Lailson and Jaymond established the tradition of the 

circus parade as a way to promote their daily shows (1990:9).

Though none of my sources emphasized it, I was struck by the assemblage of 

people  involved as  performers  in  the  early American  circus.  Among them were  two 

prominent female riders, Miss Venice and Mrs. Spinacuta.  In 1795, Rickett’s presented 

the public with the first Native American clown, John Durang (1990:4-9). Durang first 

had to learn to ride, since clowning required the ability to look clueless while actually 

being  able  to  master  the  situation  in  order  to  prevent  injury,  all  while  performing a 

comedic routine.  Culhane provides a first-hand account from a young girl in which she 

describes  her  experience  at  an early circus,  including the  performance “…by Master 

Duffee, a Negro lad, who drew down the house by feats of agility, leaping over a whip 

and  hoop”  (1990:11).   All  were  given  appropriate  billing  for  their  unique  skills  or 

persona.  I  wish I  could  go back in  time to analyze  how the  involvement  of  an odd 

assemblage of performers was looked upon, but from here the best I can do is guess.  It  

appears that the circus could provide a sort of haven for marginal members of society, 
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where they could be looked upon as socially sanctioned oddities. 

The Circus Hits the Road

Interest in the circus declined somewhat after Ricketts left the country in 1799. 

Part of this disinterest was likely due to the general view of entertainment.  At that time, 

many states had laws against theater or dancing and even if it was not codified into law 

there was a general distrust of entertainment derived from lingering Puritan ethics.  There 

were always people touring the country with individual acts or displays, however, and the 

organized circus only disappeared entirely for one year, 1804. Animal displays began to 

rise in popularity even while the circus was kept at arm’s length. It was much easier to 

justify  these  displays  as  educational.  Though  exceptional  animals  were  displayed 

individually at first, most animals were part of menageries by 1815. One animal that did 

a great deal to spur this interest was Old Bet. Old Bet was an elephant, one of the first in  

the  country.   She  was  displayed  with  Hackaliah  Bailey’s  traveling  menagerie  for  a 

number of years until she was assassinated in 1816 by a reverend in Massachusetts who 

believed that the elephant was causing too much temptation for people to spend money 

they could not afford to spend (1990:15). 

Despite  educational  names  such  as  “the  Zoological  Institute,”  the  menageries 

slowly  began  to  add  acrobatic  acts,  clowns,  and  equestrian  performances  during  the 

1820s,  until  eventually  circus  and  menagerie  were  synonymous.  In  1825,  the  circus 

reached another milestone when a man named Joshua Brown erected the first circus tent. 

Prior to the use of the tent, traveling circuses used anchors to create a crude circle around 

which they wrapped fabric, which left them exposed to the weather (1990:22).  Circuses 
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during this era were relatively small affairs transported over land by a handful of wooden 

wagons at a rate of two to three miles per hour.  They typically sent one advance agent to 

arrange affairs for the performance a week before the circus was scheduled to arrive, but 

there was little advertisement. Most towns were small enough that it would have been 

impossible to ignore the arrival of even a small company in the town. New York State 

was the origin of most circuses in the early days, and the shows tended to travel in the 

relatively densely populated Northeast region. As the early 1800s turned into the mid-

1800s, they did begin to travel south and west.  Circuses were easily delayed by any 

number of natural elements,  and stops were largely dictated by the distance between 

towns.  These handicaps led to the term “mud shows.”  Performers during this era were 

expected to perform a wide diversity of tasks to assist with the daily operation of the 

circus. Specialization had not yet become the word of the day.  The circuses of this era 

were distinct from the stationary circuses of the late 1700s and much smaller than the 

behemoth traveling circuses to follow.

Finally in the 1830s, Isaac Van Amburgh provided the first official combination 

of  the  circus  and  the  menagerie.  One  example  of  how  he  chose  to  validate  his 

entertainment was the presentation of his jungle acts “as living illustrations of the Holy 

Bible” (1990:17).    He often countered his detractors with biblical  passages.  At first 

glance, this may all appear to be overkill, but Van Amburgh was working in a time when 

people could still be jailed for playing cards in some states (Culhane 1990:20).  There 

were few attempts to train the animals at this time; their novelty was sufficient to attract a 

crowd.  
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Along Came Barnum

P.T. Barnum’s name has come to mean a great number of things, not all of them 

positive. Barnum did not start out in the circus business. He worked first as a store clerk 

then as a newsman, but he always had a thirst for entertainment.  Barnum introduced the 

“freak show” to the circus and placed the specter of “humbugs’’ firmly in the mind of the 

American  public.  Regardless  of  what  Barnum may or  may not  have  believed in  his 

private life, one thing is certain; P.T. Barnum was the undisputed king of advertising.  He 

forever changed how the circus would sell itself to patrons (1990:28-30). 

Though Barnum’s entry into show business was morally reprehensible it was also 

financially lucrative. He bought an older African American woman named Joice Heth in 

1834  and  proceeded  to  display  her  as  the  “161-year-old  nurse  of  General  George 

Washington” (1990:30).  He reportedly earned $1500 per month from this display.  When 

she died in 1836, an autopsy was performed that revealed she was no older than eighty at  

her time of death.   The display garnered press for Barnum, and he earned himself  a 

reputation as an entertainer. After that, he went on to work with a circus as the ticket 

taker and treasurer.  One Sunday when he was touring with the circus, he attended a 

sermon in which the preacher denounced the circus. After the benediction, Barnum stood 

up  and  gave  a  rebuttal  sermon  in  defense  of  the  circus  (1990:30).  He  was  at  once 

absolutely shameless and absolutely persuasive. Later the same year he left to organize 

his own circus with a partner named Antonio Signor (whom he convinced to change his 

name to Vivalla because it  sounded more exotic),  but the operation was ultimately a 

failure. 
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In 1841, Barnum bought the American Museum in New York City, a move that 

would make him a household name.  The term “museum” much like the term “zoological 

institute”  was  a  thinly  veiled  euphemism.   Barnum  knew  that  people  wanted 

entertainment, but they wanted to pretend they were being educated while they were at it. 

Barnum was an enthusiastic believer in superlatives, and he began collecting them for his 

museum in  whatever  form they  came.  He  was  particularly  interested  in  the  human 

version of superlatives: the shortest, the tallest, the fattest, the skinniest, the oldest, and 

so forth.  He displayed Tom Thumb at his  American Museum as well  as the original 

Siamese twins, Chang and Eng, as well as many other less enduring acts (1990:34-38). 

One worth mentioning is Zip the What Is It, an intelligent black man who had been born 

with a skull deformity but was displayed as the “missing link” (1990:167). Unlike Joice 

Heth, William Henry Johnson (Zip) was free and was paid handsomely for his efforts. In 

1849, Barnum created what he referred to as a traveling museum and menagerie, which 

was effectively a circus.  It toured for several years and consistently turned a profit. 

Yankees Go Home

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the circuses touring the South made a 

dash for home.  As I have mentioned, the Northeast was the home of the circus and that 

hadn’t changed by 1861. All of a sudden, the people the circus had come to entertain 

were running the circuses out of the South.  Aside from a simple matter of geography, the 

complicated but relatively progressive racial dynamics of the circus contributed to the 

Yankee image.  Though the circus typically played to white only audiences, some of the 

performers were black and not all of them were presented in such a denigrating light as 
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William Henry Johnson. Many circuses presented skilled black performers in much the 

same way as skilled white performers. Yankee circus folk were sometimes viewed as 

racial agitators.  An explicit example of such an incident is the jailing of one of Barnum’s 

musicians in South Carolina after he advised the black barber shaving him to run away to 

the free states or Canada (1990:32).  Fayette Robinson, better known to history as Yankee 

Robinson, was well known for his abolitionist sympathies.  At least once, his circus was 

run  out  of  town  on  that  account  alone  (Culhane  1990:60).  Because  of  the  strong 

identification between the circus and the northern states, circuses remained north of the 

Mason-Dixon Line for the duration of the Civil War. Some circus performers went to war 

for the Northern army while the loyalty of others was called into question.  Circuses 

often  performed  for  the  Northern  army,  sometimes  setting  up  tents  within  yards  of 

battlegrounds.

Dan Rice  exemplifies  the  troublesome North versus  South  relationship  of  the 

circus. A clown with prominent associations in both regions, Mr. Rice was a superstar in 

his day.  He was a big enough act that he earned $1000 per week in the 1850s, far more 

than the President  of the United States.  As per clown custom, Rice created his  own 

character that he used throughout his career. His character was Uncle Sam (1990:47). 

His sympathies became a matter of public debate during the Civil War. Unlike today’s 

clowns, Rice was a master with words. His best acts had nothing to do with slapstick, but 

were instead exceptionally clever songs and quips.  He was best known for his satire of 

local officials during performances (1990:47-63).
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The Golden Age

There are debates about the time-line of the Golden Age and what it  actually 

meant  for  the  circus.   It  is  usually  defined  as  the  1870s  to  1920s,  which  roughly 

corresponds with a period of great economic expansion in the United States. The creation 

of the railroad greatly enhanced the ability of circuses to move from one town to another 

without stopping in less profitable hinterlands.  The railroad also meant transportation 

was much less cumbersome, which removed a major check on the size of the circus 

(1990:150).  While  it  was  becoming  easier  to  travel,  there  were  still  very  few 

entertainment options available to most Americans.  Together, these factors spawned the 

creation of the mega-circus.  For a period of time, circuses were often the most exciting 

thing people in rural areas would see all year. For many it was their introduction to both 

electricity and elephants.  Some see this period as the apogee of the American circus 

(Culhane 1990); others see it as the period when businessmen sacrificed artistic merit on 

the altar of profit (Albrecht 1995). 

Barnum went into a brief retirement in 1868, after his American Museum had 

burned twice within a decade.  In 1871, he came out of retirement to form The Greatest 

Show on Earth with a man named William Coup.  They opened under three acres of big 

top.  The following year The Greatest Show on Earth made history when it began to 

move entirely by rail, with specially designed circus trains.  The move to rails made a 

whole new world of routing possible.   They could travel 100 miles in an evening while 

resting for the next performance. The same year Barnum and Coup added another ring 

under their big top.  The Greatest Show on Earth was probably the most diverse circus 
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the  American  public  had  ever  seen,  combining  traditional  circus  acts  with  vast 

menageries,  Barnum’s  “freaks,”  and  displays  of  technological  achievement.  In  1882, 

Barnum launched his most successful campaign to date,  when he bought Jumbo, the 

elephant from the London Zoo and brought him to America (1990:127-135). 

Other large circuses began to appear, including the Cooper and Bailey Circus. 

Bailey eventually  partnered  with  Barnum to  create  the  Barnum & Bailey Combined 

Shows. James Bailey was an expert at running the circus.  He had a quiet but thorough 

demeanor that went a long way toward operating a successful circus. Other well-known 

circuses  included:  Forepaugh  Circus,  The  Sells  Bros.  Circus,  and  The  Cole  Circus. 

Circuses became fiercely competitive.  In 1884, there were fourteen traveling circuses; 

by 1909, there were thirty (Culhane 1990:169). Often, by the time a circus arrived in 

town, the managers found that their posters had been covered by those of their rivals, a 

phenomenon now known as the “paper wars.”   Circuses began to claim territory and 

disputes would arise when two major circuses attempted to play the same route. As the 

big top swelled to three rings, the daily operation of the circus became a spectacle in 

itself.   The roles of individuals in the circus became increasingly specialized and the 

increasing scale of the operation encouraged divisions among the staff. A tripartite, caste-

like  structure  emerged  that  divided  the  circus  staff  into  managers,  performers,  and 

workers (aka roustabouts).  Clowning began to change with the ever expanding size of 

the circus.  In 1885, the Barnum &Bailey circus forbid clowns to speak upon punishment 

of  immediate  dismissal  (1990:197).  It  was  too  difficult  to  speak  loudly  enough  for 

everyone  to  hear  in  the  vast  three  ring  tents.   Clowns  began  making  wordless, 
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exaggerated actions and in many cases were relegated to filler while preparations were 

made between acts.

The Wild West Show was another unique development during the Golden Age. 

William Cody, otherwise known as Buffalo Bill, put on the first Wild West Show in 1883, 

just seven years before the frontier was officially closed. By 1886, circuses began adding 

Wild  West  shows  to  their  performances.  Though  these  shows  often  staged  the  now 

stereotypical “Cowboys and Indians” scenario, many of the players were authentic.  For 

example,  Sitting Bull  toured with Buffalo Bill  in 1885. Annie Oakley also made her 

debut in 1885 (1990:109-123). 

Women became increasingly prominent in the Golden Age circus. Many of the 

superstars of the early 1900s were women, particularly during times of war. May Wirth 

and Lillian Leitzel are two of the most famous women in circus history. Leitzel was a 

very popular aerialist in the 1910s and 1920s.  She was famous for turning an endless 

number  of  one-arm planges,  which  involved  rotating  her  body  like  a  propeller  and 

wrapping her arm around a rope each time.  She became known as the “Queen of the Air” 

for  her  artistry,  strength  and  showmanship.  May Wirth  was  one  of  the  most  skilled 

equestriennes of the early twentieth century.  She performed acts that most equestriennes 

would not dare attempt.  In a review featured in the  New York Clipper, her acts were 

couched  in  the  context  of  “their  ease  and  grace”  rather  than  their  danger  (Culhane 

1990:172).  Whenever a big star like May Wirth performed, the other two rings would be 

unoccupied. Despite the fact that many of the most popular performers were women, I 

did not read of a single woman in management before the mid-1900s. 
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Reign of the Ringlings

Of course,  the kings  of the mega-circus  were the Ringling Brothers.  As their 

success grew, they took on Barnum & Bailey to become undisputed circus royalty.  Their 

origins, however, were far more humble.  All in all, there were seven Ringling brothers 

and one Ringling  sister.  Their  father,  August  Ruengling,  was a  craftsman.  When the 

brothers were in their teens and 20s, five of them decided to create a traveling show from 

their home in Baraboo, Wisconsin in 1882.  They didn’t start with circus; instead they 

played small indoor venues entertaining with song, dance and acrobatics. Each of the 

Ringling brothers had his own role in the early incarnation of the circus. Al, the oldest, 

could ride bareback, act and clown.  Alf was sort of the “creative director,” he had an eye 

for acts and composed music.  Otto was the finance man; he ensured that his brothers ran 

a  profitable  operation.   Charles  worked  to  keep  everyone  happy.   John,  though  the 

youngest of the five brothers involved in the operation, became known simply as Mr. 

Ringling. For years, John Ringling was responsible for routing the circus. Since John was 

the  Ringling who interacted most  with  the  public,  he became the  public  face  of  the 

Ringling Circus.   Each had his own role, but all decisions were made by consensus 

(Plowden 1968: 25). 

In 1882, Al happened to meet the circus  veteran Yankee Robinson.  By then, 

Robinson was an old man, but he had enough energy left to partner with the Ringling 

brothers and help them with their upstart circus.  He also allowed the Ringlings to use his 

name in their promotions. Unfortunately, he died shortly after they began the partnership, 

and  the  brothers  removed  his  name  from  the  promotions.  In  the  1884  season,  the 
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Ringling Circus had just 24 employees, including the brothers and their wives.  Though 

the first decade of their development was relatively slow, they consistently came home 

with enough of a profit to expand their show a little at a time.  In 1886, the Ringlings 

exhibited their first menagerie.  In 1890 they began moving their circus by rail. Their 

location in the Midwest was one advantage; most of the big circuses still focused their 

attention on the Northeast,  leaving to  the Ringlings  a  circus-starved Midwest.   They 

didn’t play a single show in New England until 1895. 

The Ringlings distinguished themselves in another way. They didn’t perform on 

Sundays after they made a promise to their puritanical grandmother to keep the Sabbath 

holy.  Also, many circuses had gained a reputation for swindling customers out of their 

money; many circuses had pick-pockets on staff.  The Ringlings made a point of  running 

a clean show, so much so that their competition often derided them as the Sunday school 

show  (Matthews  1979:16).   Their  goal  was  to  obtain  patronage  by  distinguishing 

themselves to the public.   The goodwill they garnered allowed them to return to towns 

season after season.  

By 1892,  the  Barnum & Bailey Circus  identified  The Ringling  Bros  as  their 

primary competition.  The competition between them fueled the expansion of circuses. 

Each wanted to be not only the best, but the biggest. The Ringling brothers bought their 

competition at every opportunity. In 1897, the Barnum & Bailey Circus left the United 

States for a five-year tour of Europe. By the time it returned, they found the Ringling 

Bros had expanded into their territory. After James Bailey’s death, the Ringling brothers 

purchased Barnum & Bailey and continued to operate it separately from the Ringling 
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Bros Circus. In 1909, the Ringling Bros opened their season in Madison Square Garden 

for the first time (1990:401). Strategically it was a nightmare since their headquarters 

were still in Baraboo, but it still conferred enormous prestige. 

The onset of the First World War brought major problems for the circus.  Most of 

the  workers  and  many  of  the  performers  enlisted  in  the  army,  leaving  the  circus 

unbearably short staffed.  The pressure prompted the brothers to merge the Ringling Bros 

Circus  with  the  Barnum  &  Bailey  show.   John  persuaded  Charles  to  make  the 

headquarters  for the combined show Bridgeport,  CT since it  was the location of  the 

Barnum & Bailey headquarters, and it was closer to their opening gig in New York City. 

By the end of 1919, the only two brothers left were John and Charles.  The first brother 

to pass on was August in 1907, then Otto in 1911, Al in 1916, Henry in 1918 and Alf in 

1919.  

The Last One on the Lot

Though Charles was much more involved with the day to day operation of the 

circus, John and Charles continued to make decisions by consensus.  Charles who had 

been the man on the lot  every day,  died in  1926. Workers and performers liked and 

respected him.  At his brother’s funeral, John Ringling was quoted as saying: “I’m the 

last one on the lot” (Culhane 1990: 191).  After Charles’ death, the ownership of the 

circus was split among John, Edith (Charles’ widow) and Richard (Alf’s son). Neither 

Edith nor Richard was a match for John (Culhane 1990:191). In many ways it is ironic 

that John was left with what amounted to solo control of the circus, as he had not been  

heavily involved in its operation for a long time.  John liked to travel and meet people; he 
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had a taste for extravagance and took the same interest in the circus as he did his other 

investments. In other words, he didn’t have the sawdust in his veins.  

After  his  brother’s  death,  John  immediately  implemented  two  changes.  He 

abolished acts with large, potentially dangerous animals and he put an end to long clown 

solos (1990:191).  Clowns had been so demoted that even the previously well-known, 

well-paid clowns were given a salary of fifty dollars a week (1990:196).  John made 

another large change the following year when he decided to move the Ringling Bros 

Barnum & Bailey headquarters to Sarasota.  

John would frequently make trips to Europe where he would simultaneously scout 

for fine art and circus talent.  He successfully brought over many circus families this 

way, including the Wallendas and the Zacchinis, who become famous for their human 

cannonball act. He also brought the “Ubangis” in 1930 as a sort of bizzare ethnological 

exhibit. He promoted them as genuine African savages new to civilization (1990:219).

John  was  a  risk-taker  and  spent  most  of  his  money on investments.  Without 

brothers to keep him in check, these tendencies began to cause trouble for the circus, 

especially after the stock market crashed in 1929.  John Ringling was an enormously 

wealthy man, but he had little money on hand. He began to dodge taxes and creditors. 

After he defaulted on a note to buy the American Circus Corporation in 1932, which was 

the company that owned all his major competition, he lost control of the circus pending 

the payment of his debt. He was enormously bitter over the loss of control. He died in 

late 1936, just a week before his house was to be auctioned off (Plowden 1968: 225).
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The North Wind

Ida, the one Ringling sister, married a railroad man and had two sons named John 

and  Henry.   Their  Uncle  John  had simultaneously written  them out  of  his  will  and 

appointed them as executors. John Ringling North undertook a crusade to get his uncle’s 

finances in order.  Not long after, Edith and Aubrey Ringling appointed John Ringling 

North president of The RBBB Circus. John and Henry had never been directly involved 

in the operation of the circus before, and they made numerous major mistakes in the first 

few seasons.  Not only were they inexperienced, but the country was still in the midst of 

the Great Depression. The circus was also beginning to experience more competition 

from other  types  of  entertainment.   Radio  had become ubiquitous,  and movies  were 

increasing in popularity. 

In 1938, John Ringling North began the most successful promotion of any animal 

since Barnum brought Jumbo to the United States. John and Henry purchased a large 

gorilla with scars on its face which they promptly named Gargantua. Some have gone as 

far as to claim that Gargantua was the only thing that saved the circus from bankruptcy.  

John Ringling North also began to introduce the theater to the circus.  He brought in 

Broadway performers and musicians. He even had Igor Stravinsky compose the Circus 

Polka which was coordinated with a display of elephant ballet. Despite North’s attempts 

to modernize the performances, there were many difficult seasons.  The 1944 circus fire 

in Hartford, in which 168 people died, was particularly harmful for the reputation of the 

circus (1990:248-249). 
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The Crowning of Irvin Feld

In 1956,  North announced that  the Ringling  Circus  would  no longer  perform 

under a big top.  The circus was already touring,  and he had the company return to 

Sarasota. The circus that toured on eighty trains cars when it left winter quarters in 1956 

was downsized to 15 cars for the 1957 season (1990:276).  A man named Irvin Feld had 

written to John North the previous year, suggesting that the circus convert its operation to 

play in the indoor arenas that had popped up in metropolitan areas around the country. 

North made an agreement with Irvin and Isreal Feld in 1956.  The Felds would take care 

of booking and promotion as well  as paying advertising and rent,  and in return they 

would receive  a  portion  of  the ticket  sale  profits.  North maintained control  over  the 

operation of the circus, but many of the ideas he implemented came from the Felds. The 

circus began playing indoors, which meant the circus itself had to provide fewer workers. 

Ringling cut the number of employees from 1,400 to 300 (Culhane 1990: 277). In 1956, 

North dissolved the “freak show” and retired the menagerie.  He began moving the bulk 

of  the circus  equipment  by trailer.   The circus no longer  housed all  its  workers  and 

performers;  instead  they  were  given  a  stipend  to  stay  elsewhere.  North  blamed  the 

economic situation of the circus on the rising costs of railroad transportation and the 

rising popularity of television (1990:273). There was a great deal of internal strife about 

the management of the circus.  The performers who had chosen to stay with Ringling 

were in their mid-40s on average and North did not do much recruiting in the late 1950s. 

In  1959,  the  winter  headquarters  were  moved  from Sarasota  to  Venice,  a  small  but 

significant change for the local community. Still, the Ringling Circus limped along until 

31



John Ringling North agreed to sell it to the Feld family in 1967.  The intervening years 

had been bad ones for the circus.  The financial situation had improved, but the quality of 

the  circus  had steadily declined,  particularly after  North  made a  permanent  move to 

Europe in 1962. 

After the Felds officially owned the circus, Irvin was able to implement some of 

the changes he had wanted to make for a long time. In 1968, he opened a clown college 

in Venice to train new talent. Irvin Feld immediately began recruiting new talent in a 

whirlwind tour of six continents.  In 1968, Irvin Feld succeeded at  a task North had 

repeatedly failed to complete (1990:285). He was able to hire the world famous animal 

trainer Gunther Gebel-Williams, but to do it he had to buy the Williams Circus. He also 

decided to split the show in 1969.  For the first time there were two Greatest Shows on 

Earth, the red and the blue routes.  He attempted to make each of the routes equal and 

efficient, a risky but successful move.  Feld decided to use TV as an asset rather than an 

enemy.  Previous convention held that showing any part of the performance was giving it 

away for free,  but  Feld believed that  showing clips  of the performances  would only 

entice audiences.  The Ringling Brothers Barnum & Bailey circus has since divided into 

three shows. After these moves, the quality and the profitability of the circus skyrocketed 

(1990:284).

After Irvin Feld’s death in 1984, the control of the circus was transferred to his 

son Kenneth.  Kenneth has continued many of the policies implemented by his father. 

He began selling videocassettes of circus performances after the current incarnation of 

that show was completed.  He continued to recruit talent abroad.  Kenneth even found his 
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own Jumbo; for him it was a goat with one horn in the middle of its head.  The circus  

promoted  it  as  a  genuine  unicorn  (1990:376).  In  1990,  the  Ringling  Circus  took 

significant steps to improve the quality of its  animal accommodations in an effort  to 

shield itself from the charges of animal rights advocates (Albrecht 1995:204). 

The New American Circus

For half  a century the Ringling Bros Circus was the benchmark by which all 

others were measured. It became bigger and bigger until it popped. When Ringling began 

to restructure in the mid-1950s, the generation who would grow up to change the circus 

was still being born.  Many of the individuals Ernest Albrecht paints as the founders of 

the new American circus claim they did not like circus when they were children. Ernest 

Albrecht places the origins of the New American Circus within the myriad of social 

movements that were fermenting during the 1960s and 1970s (Albrecht 1995:15).  The 

establishment of the new circus has changed the benchmark from size to artistry.  That is 

not to say that large circuses did not feature quality performers, because they certainly 

did,  but  rather  that  the  size  of  the  spectacle  precluded  true  appreciation  for  the 

performance.  Albrecht successfully demonstrates the point that the founders of the new 

American  circus  did  not  come from circus.   Most  were  of  mainstream middle  class 

backgrounds,  became involved  somehow in  street  performance and/or  theater  and at 

some point decided to create a circus with the benefit of those experiences (1995:15-20). 

Albrecht argues for a nearly universal movement toward theatricality in American circus. 

Albrecht's  background  is  as  a  theater  critic,  so  I  think  it  is  best  to  bring  a  healthy 

skepticism to his claim.  
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The New American Circus has ushered in a host of changes in regards to what the 

American public expects from a circus. Though Ringling still maintains its large arena 

shows, most contemporary circuses are now one ring, which is no longer considered a 

deficiency.  In the United States prior to the establishment of the new American circus, 

having one ring was a budgetary decision, not an artistic one.  For the creators of the new 

circuses,  such as  the Pickle Family Circus,  Big  Apple Circus,  Cirque du Soleil,  and 

Circus Flora, having only one ring is a point of pride. The numerous people who pushed 

for the return of the one ring format, used so long ago, believed it meant a return to 

artistic integrity and engagement with the audience. When an audience member can see 

the  faces  of  every one of  the  performers  and vice  versa there  is  a  different  kind of 

connection. 

Members of the New American circus lampooned the artistic integrity of what 

they termed the traditional circus on a number of different fronts. They charged that the 

circus had lost its integrity because it had become nothing more than a business.  Many 

of the new circuses instituted policies that they felt increased the artistic integrity of their 

performances. One simple example that shows their commitment is that they stopped 

selling concessions during the performance.  Many circuses are now immune to the claim 

that they cut corners to boost profits, since many are in fact non-profits.  In the 1970s 

many circuses began doing performances for the benefit of different charities (Albrecht 

1995:128-137). Many of the new circuses stress involvement with a specific community 

(1995:1-11).

American circus talent has long been drawn from Europe and Russia.  Once in 
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America, it is common for families to continue to perform generation after generation. 

Barring family tradition though, it has been surprisingly difficult to become involved in 

the circus world.  The abundance of talent overseas is not due to a differential ability; 

rather many countries have schools that train children in circus arts. This has not been the 

case in North America, at least until relatively recently.  The first school formed in the 

United States was the Florida State University Flying High Circus in 1947, followed by 

Sailor Circus founded in Sarasota in 1948 (Albrecht 1995:160).  After these two schools 

were  founded,  there  wouldn’t  be  another  until  1966  when  Hovey Burgess,  the  man 

perhaps  most  instrumental  in  the  establishment  of  the  new  American  circus,  began 

teaching circus skills (1995:172).  The new circus has made education a large part of its 

mission.  According  to  Pete  Adams  there  are  approximately  175  programs  in  North 

America that teach circus skills.  Many don't have riskier programs such as trapeze and 

high wire.  Currently,  the most  comprehensive  circus  school  in  North  America  is  the 

Ecole Nationale de Cirque in Montreal.  It is partially funded by Canadian taxpayers. It is 

incredibly competitive and the students admitted can come from anywhere in the world 

(Albrecht 1995:185).  To my knowledge it does not have an equal in the United States. 

For a long time the circus was the best, and sometimes the only, place to see 

exotic animals. Many long-term circus fans still find the animal acts to be an integral part 

of the circus. The largest schism in the new style of circus is the use of animals, which 

became  incredibly  controversial  in  the  1970s  when  many of  the  new  circuses  were 

founded. The variety of objections spanned from training methods to the very keeping of 

animals in captivity. Even circuses that maintain animals as a prominent aspect of their 
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performances, such as the Big Apple Circus, have tried to create acts that build on the 

animals’ natural behaviors. Since most of the new American circus founders had small 

budgets  and  little  circus  background,  many  decided  to  omit  animals  from  their 

performances.  It  is  incredibly  expensive  to  keep  animals  properly;  they  require 

knowledgeable keepers, trainers, appropriate environments, and specific diets.  Though 

some wanted to use animals, but simply couldn’t afford it, others profited by actively 

rejecting animals and therefore avoiding the animal rights issues (Albrecht 1995:204-

222). 

Theatricality is the final defining feature of the New American Circus as Albrecht 

sees it.  For the first time, it became a regular feature to implement a theme or narrative 

that would weave together an entire performance.  Cirque du Soleil has been the leader in 

this  movement  with  productions  like  “Journey of  Man”  which  attempt  to  create  an 

overarching narrative that links the performance from beginning to end.  In Cirque du 

Soliel, the narrative is typically kept to interludes between acts that try to force the circus 

acts into some kind of narrative structure.  The Big Apple Circus, which has become one 

of the most respected circuses in the US, picks a theme for each season's performance 

(1995:51).   Though there is no direct attempt to create a narrative,  the costumes and 

props for the show all center around one idea.  There is certainly an argument to be made 

that  narrative  is  not  new to  the  circus.   The  huge specs  produced by the  three  ring 

circuses presented stories in a very direct way.  There has often been a narrative element 

in  particular  acts  as  well  as  the  interactions  between  clowns  and  ringmasters 

(Hammarstrom  2012:  197).   The  difference  is  that  the  New  American  Circus  has 
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attempted to maintain one narrative for the entire production.  

At  moments,  I  had ambivalent  feelings  when reading about  the  new style  of 

circus.  Many circuses now cater to upper-middle-class audiences, with ticket prices that 

are out of reach for working class families. It is certainly possible that circuses have re-

routed toward wealthier patrons because working-class Americans now prefer different 

entertainments, but to me there is a vague undercurrent of elitism in some of the new 

style circuses.  Cirque du Soleil is a prime example of a circus that has re-routed toward 

an upper-middle-class patronage, and they have correspondingly eschewed many circus 

traditions.   Instead  of  a  sawdust  ring,  they  play  on  a  theater-style  floor,  instead  of 

bleachers they provide individual seats, and there are no animals. The Cirque du Soleil 

big top takes approximately two weeks to  set  up rather  than several hours (Albrecht 

1995:92).  Though many of these changes are insignificant at an individual level, they 

add up to a change in the sensory experience of circus goers.  Adults now make up a 

much larger proportion of circuses audiences than they did 50 years ago. 

Conclusion: The Post-New American Circus?

The current era of circus is probably the most creatively diverse era in the history 

of American circus.  One circus is much different from the next, and it is not just an issue 

of  quality  or  size.   European  style  one  rings,  no  rings,  Cirque  du  Soleil-style 

performances,  circus  put  to  more  traditional  theatrical  narratives  and  circus  dinner 

theaters are just some of the forms of the modern circus.  Circuses always arise from 

personal visions and at present there is extreme divergence among circus owners about 

what circus is/ should be. Ringling has made several bold moves over the past few years. 
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In 2006, Ringling removed the rings and performed their first ever ringless circus.  In 

summer 2009 and 2010, Kenneth Feld produced a European-style one ring under canvas 

at Coney Island (Hammarstrom 2012:73).  One of the most groundbreaking circuses to 

be popularized in recent years is the Atlanta-based Universoul Circus.  Universoul was 

created  by  Cedric  Walker  in  1994  with  the  goal  of  providing  a  platform for  black 

entertainers  (Cedric  Walker  2012).   Walker's  production  is  also  distinguished  by its 

incorporation  of  urban  influences  such  as  the  use  of  hip  hop  instead  of  the  more 

traditional band music.  Universoul is more traditional in other ways; it is not set to a 

narrative and uses exotic animals.

There has also been a return to tents,  especially for traveling circuses.  Many 

circuses are finding that the large indoor arenas leave too many open seats which creates 

a negative impression for the audience (Hammarstrom 2012:108).  Though circuses are 

still being established without exotic animals, when Cole Bros and RBBB have tried to 

remove  animals  from  their  shows  they  have  received  negative  backlash  from  their 

customer base and subsequently put the animals back in their shows (2011:152).  After 

the astounding take off of Cirque du Soleil, many circuses immediately wanted to imitate 

its style, and perhaps went too far in the attempt.  It has now been more than 25 years, 

and though almost all modern circuses show Cirque influences, other styles of circus 

have regained their footing.  

The Internet has also become a factor for both performers and audiences over the 

last  decade.   Most  circuses  of  any size  have  websites  where  patrons  can  view tour 

schedules and purchase tickets.  They can also post teaser clips of their performances 
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without paying the fees associated with television advertising.  It is my experience that 

watching clips of a circus online has only made me want to see the real thing.  Circus is a 

very experiential art form and a computer screen is a poor imitation of a circus tent.  In 

some ways, the Internet has also made it easier for performers to book jobs.  Rather than 

having to  audition  in  person,  or  snail  mail  a  VHS across  the  country,  it  is  easy for 

performers to send clips of their work to circuses looking for acts.  According to Heidi 

Herriott,  it  has also allowed circus folks to  maintain contact  with friends  and family 

members  while  on the road.   There is  even a  website  called  “circuspace”  for  circus 

people to network and sell circus equipment.  When I interviewed Heidi, Circus Sarasota 

had just finished its February performances and Heidi was staying in her trailer on the lot 

for a few days.  She mentioned that after I left, she was going to have a video chat with 

her son and how wonderful it was that she was able to do that.  

The circus is one of the most enduring American institutions.  It has changed 

profoundly since its beginnings and in some ways it has tried to return to them.  Like 

other popular entertainments, the circus can serve as a microcosm of cultural conventions 

at different points in American history. I think it is important to pay proper homage to the 

role that circus has played in American life and culture.   There are a large number of 

families  in  Sarasota  that  have  been  in  the  business  for  five  to  10  generations.  The 

developments that I described from the 1920s to the present were lived by many of the 

people in Sarasota and earlier developments were lived by many of their ancestors.  As I 

try to show in the next chapter, many of the events I described are echoed in Sarasota and 

the lives of individual performers.
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CHAPTER III

THE TOWN THE CIRCUS BUILT

This city was founded on the backs of the circus, it certainly wasn't the fishing industry...
-Toby Ballantine

As a New College student, it is difficult to ignore the Ringlings.  We walk their 

promenade, relax by their bayfront and attend courses in their bedrooms.  The Ringling 

Museum next door, John Ringling Blvd, Ringling College of Art and Design, as well as 

the John Ringling Bridge encourage this Ringlingmania.  It is ironic then, that it is so 

easy to  complete  an education at  this  school without  realizing that  Sarasota was the 

Ringling Circus winter quarters, not just the home of its wealthy owners.   The winter 

quarters covered a 200 acre parcel of land between 17th  Street and Fruitville Road on 

Beneva Road.  This area served as winter quarters from 1927 to 1959, when the Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum & Bailey leadership made the sudden and controversial move to 

take the circus to Venice, where it remained until 1991. 

There are physical remnants of Sarasota's circus legacy all over the community. 

Collectively,  they make up a kind of cultural landscape for circus folks.  By cultural 

landscape, I mean socially defined sites of significance that are seen to be a part of the 

landscape (Hood:121).  Street names are one of the more obvious ways that the past is 

manifest.  Streets such as JOMAR Road and Karl Wallenda Court are examples of roads 

that only take on their full significance in the context of knowledge about Sarasota's past. 

Circus Boulevard, which roughly outlines the former site of the winter quarters, is a bit 

more comprehensible to outsiders.  Sarasota is also filled with unmarked locations that 

have special significance for the circus community, such as the building on Orange Road 
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where  the  Zacchinis  built  their  cannons.   Dolly  Jacobs  talked  about  the  site  of  the 

Ringling Museum as a sort of “hallowed ground.”  

The purpose of this chapter is to give an outline of the historical developments in 

the relationship between Sarasota and the circus.  My hope is that this will provide an 

impression of the impact circus has had on Sarasota over time.  I argue that circus has 

had a deep and lasting influence on the development of a unique Sarasota identity, even if 

it is not always acknowledged. I think it is likely that Sarasota's international flair can be 

attributed to the thousands of international performers who have made their homes here 

over the years (Ivanov 1993).   Prior to the arrival of the Ringlings, Sarasota was similar 

to the dozens of other fishing villages along the Florida Coast. Throughout the chapter, I 

do my best to provide accurate details, but during my research I found a great deal of 

conflicting information.  For the most part, the conflicts are on small factual details, such 

as the exact size of the winter quarters or the exact year the Circus Hall of Fame closed. 

For example, the Sarasota Circus Heritage website says that winter quarters had 100,000 

visitors  a  year  by 1940,  while  I  heard  150,000 on Big  Top Tours.    Sometimes  the 

conflicts are between written sources, and sometimes they are between interview data 

and written sources.  I did my best not to misrepresent details; in this effort I went with 

the more conservative estimate and added a phrase to indicate that it could have been a 

larger number. 

Before I proceed to the history however, I want to include a brief profile of each 

of the people I interviewed.  My hope is to provide context for the direct quotes from 

interviewees by demonstrating the different ways that each participant has been involved 
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with circus.   Many of the people I interviewed were directly involved in the formation of 

the organizations that I discuss over the rest of this thesis.  

Mary Jane Miller

When I was little, I liked to climb trees and my mother would get mad at me  
because she’d put a dress on me and I’d come back and the dress would be torn.  She’d  
say I’m not putting a dress on you anymore, you’re a tomboy. I always liked that sort of  
thing, so when I joined the circus it was easier to do physical things, but I liked the  
showgirl part of it too because you could dress up glamorous.

-Mary Jane Miller

Born  in  Michigan,  Mary  Jane  began  visiting  extended  family  members  in 

Sarasota when she was in her teens.  Her family happened to vacation at the Sarasota 

Mobile  Home Park,  where  some circus  folks  were  staying.   Mary Jane  became fast 

friends with a girl named Glenna Hartzel, whose parents both worked as clowns on the 

Ringling  show.   Mary  Jane  loved  to  visit  winter  quarters,  and  after  watching  the 

performers one day, she decided that she wanted to join.  She mentioned that it took a bit 

of  convincing,  both  for  the  circus  management  and  her  mother,  who  was  initially 

reluctant for her daughter to go into show business.  She was hired on as a showgirl, but  

eventually worked her way into several aerial acts.  At this time, it was typical for each 

performer to work in several acts.   Mary Jane told me that  one year  she was in  six 

different acts with six different costumes. That year she was in the opening spectacle, a 

Spanish web act, flying trapeze, the second spectacle and the finale. Mary Jane never 

reached the ranks of stardom, but she enjoyed traveling with the circus.  She stayed on 

the Ringling Bros show for 14 years. 

When Mary Jane decided she wanted to  have a child,  she opted to  leave the 

business for a more stable lifestyle.  She returned to Sarasota after leaving the circus in 
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1954.  She did return to performing for one year at the now defunct Circus Hall of Fame 

in the late 1950s.  After leaving the Circus Hall of Fame, Mary Jane went into business 

with her mother selling parts for mobile homes at Sally’s Florida Trailer Headquarters. 

The trailer parts business was an easy way to keep in touch with folks involved in circus 

because most circus performers used, and still use, travel trailers as a place to stay while 

touring.  Consequently, Mary Jane's business gained a reputation as a hangout for circus 

folks. The store remained in business from 1942 to 2009, when she decided to retire.  She 

continues to be active in the circus community through Showfolks where we first met; 

the club was celebrating her 90th  birthday. 

Toby Circus Ballantine

There's too little laughter in the world.  They laugh hard enough, you can get  
them to forget everything.  It's good for people.

-Toby Ballantine

Toby Circus Ballantine is a second generation clown.   His father, Bill Ballantine 

began  clowning  with  Ringling  Brothers  at  the  end  of  WWII  and  his  mother  was  a 

showgirl with the circus.   Bill entered the world of show business through a circuitous 

route.  He enlisted in the army and worked as a propagandist for the US government. 

Bill became friends with a man who was friends with John Ringling North, and when the 

war was over they decided to pay “Johnny” North a visit in Sarasota.  When they began 

touring with the circus, their intention was to write a book for which Bill would do the 

illustrations, but his partner did not follow through with the writing and Bill found his 

way  into  clowning  instead.   Because  of  his  close  relationship  with  the  circus 

management,  Bill  played a  role  in  many important  decisions.   He also served as  an 
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assistant to Art Concello, who was the circus manager from 1942 to 1967.  After Bill met 

his wife on the circus in the early 50s, they decided to leave and raise a family in New 

York City, but not before Toby and his siblings spent a few childhood years roaming 

winter quarters in Sarasota.  Though Toby didn't travel with the show on a regular basis, 

he would visit his father for a couple months at a time.  His father returned to clowning 

in the 1970s as the president of Clown College in Venice.  

Toby worked his first job as a clown at the Circus World Museum in Baraboo, WI 

in 1962, working under the direction of John Herriott.  At the time, Toby was just 14- 

years-old.  When his father became president of Clown College, Toby moved to Sarasota 

and spent five years working at Clown College and auditing the course.  After that, he 

began touring with circuses independently.  He traveled with various shows throughout 

the 70s and 80s, some of which played in strip malls. He and his wife moved back to  

New York City in the 1990s to raise their daughter.  Toby left for a few months most 

years to do advertising and advance work for circuses.   While in New York, he made his 

living doing odd jobs including stilt walking, clowning and acting in commercials.  Toby 

moved back to Sarasota a few years ago when his daughter enrolled at New College. In 

2011, Toby and a long time acquaintance named Bob Collins started a circus-based tour 

of Sarasota.  It goes by the name of Big Top Tours and covers about one third of the 

circus sites in Sarasota.  Toby's sister, Bridgette, also joined the circus.  She became a 

trapeze performer and is currently living in California.
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Heidi Herriott

Most people wait their entire lives for something amazing to happen.  I get to do 
amazing things twice a day.

-Heidi Herriott

Heidi is a third generation circus performer.  Her great-grandfather was the first to 

travel with a show; he ran the cook tent for 101 Ranch Wild West Show and married a 

fortune teller.  They had a son, but later divorced, and she eventually remarried to a man 

in Arizona.  Heidi's grandfather spent a lot of time with animals as a child, and would 

teach them tricks out of boredom.  As a teenager, he ran away to the circus where he 

became an official animal trainer.  Heidi's father, John, was born on a circus, and has had 

a long career as a trainer of all sorts of herbivores.  Heidi's mother was a farm girl who 

joined the circus full time after graduating from high school.  She met John shortly after  

joining, and once they were married, she joined his act.

Heidi is one of four daughters, all of whom were born in different towns along the 

circus  route.   For  most  of  her  early childhood years,  Heidi  and her  family lived  in 

Baraboo, Wisconsin, where her family worked on shows for the Circus World Museum. 

When her parents were touring with the circus, she lived with her grandmother in the 

Midwest and attended public school.  When Heidi was about ten, her parents joined the 

Ringling show and moved to the Sarasota area.  Heidi spent one year with Sailor Circus, 

and joined Ringling Brothers after completing high school.  She worked a trapeze act off 

and on for 30 years.  She left the circus for several years after marrying a businessman 

and having two children.  She has spent a great deal of her married life living in Orlando. 

Heidi has recently made the transition to equestrian acts, though thanks to her father, she 
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has had lifelong experience working with animals.  She also moved back to Sarasota 

relatively recently, though she has been involved to some degree since her family settled 

here in 1970.  I met Heidi while she was performing an equestrian act with her horse,  

Lady Dancer, at Circus Sarasota in February.   Heidi's daughter has shown interest in 

learning trapeze and performed with her in Baraboo last summer.   Though she would be 

happy to see either of her children continue in the circus business, she has also been 

emphatic about providing them with a good education so that they have more options 

both inside and outside of the circus world.  Heidi is also the executive director of The 

Alliance of Professional Animal Exhibitors which advocates for animal welfare.

“La”Norma Fox

You have to learn to understand that it's not an easy life.  You need to be very  
strong, you need to be alert and you mustn't be afraid of heights.  Also, you got to learn  
to travel in your own equipment--that's what we were doing for years, traveling with the  
trucks and trailers...It's a very hard life, but then the satisfaction is when you perform.  
That's where it matters.

                                                                                                           -LaNorma Fox

Norma Fox was born in Denmark, as one of ten children.  Her family had no 

experience in show business. When she was a little girl, her mother enrolled her and her 

sisters in a dance class and in exchange her mother sewed the outfits  for the shows. 

When a vaudeville act came to town, they began searching the local dance schools for a 

girl to perform a balanced ladder act with a woman whose daughter wanted to leave the 

business to get married.  Norma was selected and her parents effectively signed her over 

to the show when she was 13.  The woman quickly found out that Norma was too small 

to act as a counterweight for the ladder, so she began teaching Norma single trapeze 

instead.  She was dubbed La Norma, as her partner felt that it was a more fitting stage 
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name.  She began touring throughout Europe and fled to Sweden during WWII as a 

refugee, though she continued to perform during this time.  After the war was over she 

met  her husband in France,  after  which they moved to England and had a son, then 

returned to France where she worked for another two years.  

John Ringling  North saw LaNorma while  she was performing in  France,  and 

immediately  offered  her  a  position  with  Ringling  Brothers  &  Barnum  and  Bailey. 

LaNorma and her family accepted and they came to Sarasota in 1949.  In 1950, Cecil B 

Demille, the producer of the movie The Greatest Show on Earth, asked LaNorma to work 

as a stunt double for Bette Hutton.  LaNorma and her family traveled with Ringling for 

three years.  They were assigned to a family train car.  She continued to work the single 

trapeze and her husband worked with horses.  She worked with the Pollack Bros Circus 

and Shrine Circuses until 1974.  She retired in 1974 because she wanted to help take care 

of her son. He had sustained an injury that left him paralyzed several years prior, and she 

found it very difficult to find circuses that would allow him to travel with her.  Since 

retiring, Norma has been a trapeze teacher for many children in Sarasota, including her 

current pupils from Sailor Circus.  A trapeze rigging still stands proudly in her backyard. 

She has also been making plaster dolls  of circus performers and clowns for the past 

several years.  Frequently people send her photos for the creation of specific figures. 

Some of her work is on display at Showfolks. 

47



Pete and Shirley Adams

We moved to Sarasota to be near the circus.  That's exactly what it was.  We  
moved to be near the centerpiece of the circus in the United States and there's nobody  
who will question that the centerpiece for the circus in the United States is still Sarasota.

                                                                                                             -Pete Adams

Pete  and  Shirley  are  circus  fans  extraordinaire.   Though  they  have  never 

performed in a circus, they have devoted a great deal of their lives to it since the late 

1970s.  As a kid, Pete's parents took him to the circus every year for his birthday.  Shirley 

had considerably less experience with circus; growing up on a turkey farm, her parents 

did not have the time to take her to the circus.  They both spent their careers working at 

schools in Boston.  Shirley worked as a teacher while Pete spent most of his career as a 

high school administrator.  Pete's first introduction to circus beyond being an audience 

member occurred in 1977 when he saw a circus miniature at a model builder exhibition. 

He now owns a portion of that model.   Within a year,  Pete  joined a model  builders 

association,  the  Circus  Fans  of  America  (CFA)  organization,  and  a  historical  circus 

organization.  Initially, Shirley was just dragged along for the ride, but quickly developed 

a passion for circus.  One of the major goals of the CFA organization in Boston was to 

assist circuses when they came to town.  As members of the Boston CFA group, they did 

things like provide a lunch for the entire crew of Kelly Miller Circus every year for 20 

years.  In the late 1980s, Pete began writing articles for White Tops, which is the national 

magazine for the CFA. Through small acts of kindness and respect to a range of circus 

personnel, Pete and Shirley have created an astounding number of personal relationships 

in the circus world.  

When Pete and Shirley retired in 2003, they moved to Sarasota for the express 
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purpose of being near the center of the American circus.  Since moving here, they have 

both become volunteers for the Sailor Circus, Circus Sarasota, and the Ringling Museum. 

In  fact,  Pete  was  one  of  the  volunteers  who helped Howard Tibbals  install  his  vast  

miniature circus  at  the Ringling Museum, during which Pete  logged over  700 hours. 

Shirley has also been president of the CFA chapters in Boston and Sarasota, and Pete has 

been  president  of  the  national  CFA.   They  also  have  a  vast  collection  of  circus 

memorabilia,  including  more  than  4,000  posters,  850  books,  employment  contracts, 

tickets, and tens of thousands of programs, all of the material is immaculately organized. 

They also have several filing cabinets worth of files on circuses and a large shelf  of 

binders that contain photos organized by circus.  Since moving to Sarasota, they have 

continued to create successful relationships with the circus community.

Dolly Jacobs

We let the act shine, because if you get the best of the best acts you don't need  
smoke and mirrors because what they do is phenomenal.

                                                                                                            -Dolly Jacobs

Dolly Jacobs began her career as a showgirl with the Ringling Bros Circus at the 

age of 14, but it was by no means her first exposure to the circus. Dolly is a Sarasota 

native and grew up with one foot  in  the circus  world and one foot  out.   She is  the 

daughter of the famous clown Lou Jacobs,  but she only traveled with the circus one 

summer before joining. Lou Jacobs was originally recruited by John Ringling as part of a 

Belgian tumbling act (Hammarstrom 2012: 143).  He decided he preferred to stay on the 

ground, and began clowning instead.   He invented many gags,  his  most famous was 

probably  the  clown  car  act,  in  which  the  6’1”  Jacobs  would  stuff  himself  into  an 
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impossibly tiny car. Dolly and her husband Pedro had a special climate controlled room 

built off of their garage to house many of her father's props. Before she turned 14, she 

stayed  in  town  and  attended  public  school.  She  completed  high  school  through  a 

correspondence program and was able to graduate with her class.  She also joined Sailor 

Circus in elementary school and continued to use the space to practice even after she had 

entered her professional career.  Her mother was also in the circus briefly, as a showgirl, 

after being a model. After her mother fell from a ladder, recovered and married Lou, she 

did not return to the circus. 

After she completed high school, Dolly decided to commit herself to achieving 

solo status.  In order to do so, she needed to develop an act that was impressive and 

unique enough to deserve that billing.  She worked with her godparents Marjorie and Joe 

Geiger (part of the wire-walking Wallenda clan) to develop a Roman Ring routine.  She 

achieved solo status by age 19.  After working with Ringling for several years, Dolly left  

Ringling in 1986 to work with the Big Apple Circus in New York.  She had initially met 

Pedro Reis, a performer from South Africa who worked with the other Ringling unit, in 

the early 1980s.  They dated when they could for years and in 1994 decided to create an 

act that they could perform together.  After touring for a couple years, Dolly and Pedro 

made the decision to return to Sarasota full time.  They soon resolved to create a circus 

that  Sarasota  could  call  its  own.   The  result  was  a  non-profit  circus  which  they 

appropriately named Circus Sarasota; it made its debut in 1997. Circus Sarasota has since 

grown to include Laughter Unlimited and Sailor Circus.  Dolly and Pedro's long term 

plans include the creation of a circus arts institute and an expansion of current programs. 
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Dolly has  been honored with the silver  clown at  the International  Circus  Festival  in 

Monte Carlo and in early 2012 was honored with a Florida Folk Heritage award.  

The Ringlings Relocate

In  January,  1912,  John  Ringling  brought  the  bayfront  property  of  Charles 

Thompson, a former manager of the Forepaugh-Sells Circus. Most of the property had 

already been sold to Ralph Caples, who was the general agent for the New York Central 

Railroad (Plowden 1968:137-139).   Charles and his family followed soon after.  At the 

time  the  population  of  Sarasota  was  just  over  a  thousand  people.  The  Ringlings 

encouraged their  wealthy friends and acquaintances to invest in Sarasota,  which they 

were convinced would become a boom town.  Charles laid out the plan for for down 

town including the installation of sidewalks and sewers, opened The Ringling Trust and 

Savings  in  downtown  Sarasota,  and  built  the  300  room  Terrace  Hotel  (Plowden 

1968:151). He was also the head of the Sarasota Chamber of Commerce.  John built his 

own hotel, The El Vernona which served as a site for circus functions until it was torn 

down in the late 1990s.  In 1926, John Ringling decided to build a bridge to Longboat 

Key as part of his effort to develop the island.  According to Big Top Tours and John 

Plowden, John Ringling used elephants and circus workers to build the bridge.  The day 

it opened, he led a circus parade across and sold real estate when he reached the other 

side (McDonough 1998).   John Ringling also began to build the Ritz Carlton Hotel on 

Longboat Key, but it was never completed. 
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Winter Quarters Era

Unlike the prosperity the rest of the country experienced, the late 1920s were not 

a prosperous time for Florida.  Starting in 1926, Florida suffered a real estate bust after 

several years of manic buying and speculation.  Sarasota was hit particularly hard, since 

it was one of the centers of real estate activity, having been promoted by a group of 

wealthy Northerners who moved here in the late 1910s and early 1920s; of course, that 

group included John and Charles Ringling.  The ramifications of the bust were so severe 

that the Great Depression did not bring much change to the area.  What the Sarasota 

Chamber  of  Commerce  had  envisioned  as  a  Mediterranean  style  paradise  for  the 

moderately  wealthy  now  became  a  landscape  of  empty  subdivisions  and  derelict 

buildings.  John Ringling was left with over 30,000 acres of land in Sarasota that he had 

initially intended to sell.  The uninhabited land included Longboat Key and St. Armands. 

Even  though  John had  already laid  out  the  basic  structure  and  sidewalks,  the  circle 

remained ominously empty (McDonough 1998).

It was with this backdrop that John and Charles decided to move winter quarters 

to Sarasota.  Some sources say they were persuaded, others suggest that they organized 

the whole thing with the hopes of popularizing Sarasota and finally moving some of the 

families' vast real estate inventory.  Either way, the result was the acquisition of what was 

then the Sarasota Fairgrounds for free with the condition that they would use the land for 

the circus' winter quarters.  In 1927, when the circus finished its tour, the train pulled into 

the  Sarasota  fairgrounds.   On  December  25,  1927  the  Ringlings  opened  the  winter 

quarters to the public for a small entrance fee (Matthews 1979:37).  This was a break 

52



from previous practice, as neither the winter quarters in Baraboo nor in Bridgeport had 

been marketed as a tourist attraction.  

Toby Ballantine, LaNorma Fox, Mary Jane Miller all have memories of winter 

quarters, though Toby was only a small child at the time.  By their accounts, it was a 

massive complex that combined storage, maintenance, and active performance.  There 

weren't  formal practices in December,  which allowed folks a few weeks of vacation. 

Practices  occurred throughout  January and February as  preparation for the upcoming 

season's show.  It was not a theme park in any sense; according to Toby Ballantine, the 

Ringling's way of sprucing the place up for tourists was to paint the rocks white.  Winter 

quarters  did  cater  to  visitors  in  a  few ways;  they had concession  stands  and put  on 

performances on a regular basis, though my sources conflicted on the exact frequency. 

By 1940, there were over 100,000 visitors to the winter quarters each year (Sarasota 

Convention and Visitor's Bureau 2012).  

During the winter quarters era, all roads led to Ringling.  The train tracks led 

directly into winter quarters and the airport was located just across the street. Every year, 

workers would erect the previous season's tent for the performers to practice under while 

the new tent was being sewn in a building devoted solely to its manufacture.  There were 

things to be seen in Sarasota that could not be seen when Ringling was on the road.  For 

example, there was a collection of animals that the show didn't take with them because 

they were too difficult to travel with.  Though it was before the time of any of the people 

I interviewed, one of the circus legends holds that circus personnel built a tank out of 

cinder blocks in Sarasota Bay for Goliath the sea elephant in the early 1930s.  Toby 
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claimed that it is still possible to view the outline at low tide.  

The circus proved to be a massive boon to Sarasota's economy.  Sarasota was a 

sleepy town during the summer, but from December to March winter quarters were filled 

with animals, performers, and tourists. Not only did it bring tourist revenue, but many of 

the performers were paid substantial salaries and put a great deal of money back into 

local businesses.  Ringling employed approximately 1400 workers (Culhane 1990:276). 

According  to  the  census,  there  were  only  8,498  people  living  in  Sarasota  in  1930 

(Sarasota County Planning and Development Services 2012).  I am not sure whether that 

figure includes the circus folks, since they would not have been present most of the year, 

but either way circus folks made up a substantial portion of the Sarasota community.   In 

the early years, both the Ringling family and the circus did a great deal to promote the 

town.  Sarasota, Florida was painted on the side of each of the many train cars.   The 

Ringlings also placed advertisements for Sarasota in their circus programs (McDonough 

1998).  Without the circus, Sarasota would have had a much more difficult time picking 

up the pieces from the real estate crash, and there is certainly speculation that Sarasota 

never would have recovered without the circus.

In many ways, the town returned the favor. Locals would visit winter quarters and 

come out to see the train arrive or depart.  The city allowed riggings to be set up for 

practice in people's yards (see figure 3.1) and people could (and technically still can) 

even park their elephants at the parking meter, provided they paid the usual fee. There is 

one  church  in  Sarasota  that  has  a  very  longstanding  relationship  with  the  circus 

community.  St. Martha's on the corner of Fruitville and Orange Avenue is know to circus 
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folks as “the church the circus built.”  The RBBB Circus held benefit performances for 

the church from 1931 to 1937 until the building was finally completed.  When we passed 

St. Martha's Church on Big Top Tours, Toby said that the five windows on the north side 

of the building represent the five Ringling brothers.  It was also a tradition for the priest 

to bless the train before it departed from winter quarters every year.  At the risk of getting 

ahead of myself, the relationship between St. Martha's and circus folks has continued; 

every January there is a special mass for outdoor entertainers during which the priest 

wears sequined robes and wagon wheels are placed on each side of the altar.
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Figure 3.1:
Karl and Carla 
Wallenda practicing at 
home in 1942.  Photo 
courtesy of the Florida 
Memory Project 
website.



The 1950s were perhaps the most tumultuous era for circus in Sarasota.  The 

RBBB Circus  continued  under  the  leadership  of  John  Ringling  North,  who  is  often 

thought of as the man who “hollywoodized” the circus.  Not only did he commission well 

known figures to do high profile acts, but he integrated a large number of showgirls into 

the Ringling Bros Production, most of whom he recruited from Broadway.  When I asked 

Mary Jane Miller whether it was difficult to get into the circus as someone from a non-

circus family, she indicated that it was not particularly difficult to get in as a showgirl, 

but prior to the 1940s it was nearly impossible to get into the circus without the family 

background. The early 1950s Ringling Bros Circus still had a staff of over a thousand 

workers, performers, and managers, but it was already past its “golden age” thanks to the 

proliferation of other entertainments such as radio and movies.  It was still a massive 

production that traveled by train, but the circus was beginning to struggle even more 

significantly.  As I explained in the previous chapter, this is most commonly credited to 

the popularization of the home television.  By 1954, more than half of Americans owned 

one (Culhane 1990:273-274).  

Mary Jane Miller and LaNorma Fox both worked with the circus in the early 

1950s.  Mary Jane painted a slightly more positive picture of the social life of the circus, 

but  they  said  similar  things  about  the  general  structure.   Though  this  era  is  often 

romanticized through the image of a traveling town, it was also a business to be sure.  

Most performers only had one to two hours to relax each day.  There were typically two 

performances a day in between which there were other tasks to complete, for example 

setting riggings.  Tasks were specialized in a way that penetrated the social lives of the 
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people who worked on the circus.  The roustabouts were typically a class of their own, 

the  performers  another,  and  the  management  yet  another.   According  to  one  of  my 

interviewees, the divisions went further so that the Italian acrobats were one group while 

clowns were another within the general category of performers.  There were certainly 

interactions between groups,  but people were grouped on the train by these types of 

divisions as well, so that one would work and live primarily with an identified group. 

These conditions were conducive to becoming very close to the people with whom one 

interacted most frequently, but it was almost impossible to get to know everyone on the 

show.  The tendency to divide can even be seen in many of the photographs taken during 

this era.  The crew was so large that they were typically divided into departments for 

photographs  (see  figure  3.2).   Since  it  was  John  Ringling  North's  goal  to  create  a 

cohesive production, most performers had relatively little control over their acts.  For all 

but  the  star  performers,  management  dictated  what  acts  a  performer  would  work  in, 
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Figure 3.2:  The entire cast of Ringling performers in 1934, arranged by role in show. 
Photo courtesy of Florida Memory Project website.



costuming and music.  

Most performers lived in trailer parks near the grounds of the winter quarters. 

Even a few retired train cars were turned into residences.  Of the many trailer parks in 

Sarasota that housed circus workers and performers, only the Circus City Trailer Park on 

Beneva Road and the Orange Ave trailer park still exist. The Circus City trailer park still 

includes two of the original Ringling train cars.  Toby Ballantine recalled living in Circus 

City when he was about five years old.  He said that circus kids ran around together in 

“packs.”  He also told a  story about  hearing strange cries  at  night.   His  family was 

alarmed at first but soon found out that they were living next door to a tiger trainer.  The 

population of the city of Sarasota nearly doubled between 1950 and 1960, while  the 

population  of  the  county  as  a  whole  went  from 29,000  to  77,000 (Sarasota  County 

Planning and Development Services 2012).  The population explosion caused an increase 

in demand for land, and many of the owners of the trailer parks began to sell the land to 

people who wanted to build more valuable real estate.    

A  huge  change  came  to  the  circus  industry  in  1956.   Ringling  Bros  was 

continuing to lose money, and in mid-July they packed up and returned to Sarasota with 

about 80 performers and 90 workers (Plowden 1968:294).  North subsequently made the 

oft quoted assertion, “The tented circus as it exists today is, in my opinion, a thing of the 

past” (Culhane 1990:273).  After months of uncertainty about whether the circus would 

even survive, the train rolled out of town the following spring, but instead of 60 train 

cars, there were only 15 (Plowden 1968:296).  The circus limped on, but the city of 

Sarasota never again welcomed home a financially healthy Ringling Circus.    In 1959, 
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John Ringling North sold the winter quarters to the Arvida Coporation who wanted to use 

the land for the development of the Glen Oaks Estates subdivision.  Failing to make any 

other  suitable  arrangements  in  Sarasota,  the  manager  of  the  circus,  Arthur  Concello 

agreed to a deal with the City of Venice that allowed RBBB to use a 15 acre plot of land 

in Venice for $1000 a year (Matthews 1979:50). 

Among  the  folks  I  spoke  with,  there  was  a  general  agreement  that  it  was  a 

mistake for the Ringling show to ever leave Sarasota.  It was a relatively sudden move 

that upset the lives of the families who had made Sarasota their home over the previous 

30 years. From 1927 to 1959 when Ringling ended its season tour, it had returned to 

Sarasota.     Sarasota became home to performers, and even when Ringling moved, many 

chose to stay.  They made this  arrangement work in a number of ways.   They either  

commuted to the starting locations of other circuses, formed their own circuses based in 

Sarasota, or retired from the circus and opened businesses with their savings.  Motel row 

on North Tamiami Trail used to be full of hotels owned by circus folks.  One of the best 

known  was  the  now  defunct  Southland  Motel  owned  by  Unus,  the  performer  who 

became famous for supporting his entire weight on one finger while balancing on a light 

bulb (in actuality he wore a brace so that he wasn't actually balancing on his finger). 

Another common move was to go into the restaurant business; the currently surviving 

Main Bar Sandwich Shop was established by retiring circus performers in 1958 (Main 

Bar  Sandwich  Shop  website  2012).   It  also  served  as  a  meeting  place  for  circus 

performers after Ringling left  Sarasota.   These are just  a few examples of the many 

businesses that circus folks started in the area.  
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Early Developments Outside of the Winter Quarters

The  dominating  presence  of  the  winter  quarters  meant  that  few  other  circus 

institutions were necessary to maintain the vibrancy of the circus, but there were two 

organizations formed before 1950 that played complementary roles.  In 1948, the circus 

museum was opened on the grounds of the Ringling Museum of Art, which had existed 

since 1931.  The effort was led by the director of the Ringling Museum, who believed it 

was an important way to showcase the contributions of John Ringling (Ringling Museum 

of Art 2012).  Sailor Circus was established in 1949 as one of Sarasota High School's 

athletic programs.   Since Dolly Jacobs joined Sailor Circus in elementary school, the 

program must have expanded to include kids from elementary school to high school by 

the mid-1960s.

Another  major  event  took  place  when  Cecil  B  Demille  began  filming  The 

Greatest Show on Earth in 1951.  The filming generated a great deal of excitement for 

several reasons.  Though it may be thought of as somewhat antiquated today, the film 

was  a  large  production  featuring  bonafide  Hollywood  stars  such  as  Betty  Hutton, 

Charlton Heston and James Stewart. The majority of the film was shot at winter quarters 

in  Sarasota  and  the  parade  was  filmed  on  Main  Street.   Cecil  B.  Demille  also 

incorporated many Ringling performers into the production, including Fay Alexander and 

LaNorma Fox as stunt doubles.  The Greatest Show on Earth showcased all the splendor 

of  the  circus  to  the  accompaniment  of  a  dramatic  Hollywood  plot  line.  The  film 

eventually won two Oscars after making its big premiere at the Sarasota Opera House. 
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Apparently unimpressed by the Ringling Museum's circus building, local circus 

fans and families began the effort to create the Circus Hall of Fame in 1954.  In 1956, the 

building opened its doors. The Hall of Fame was situated just North of Charles Ringling's 

property on land that is presently owned by New College.  It was actually a complex of 

seven buildings that totaled over 29,000 square feet of exhibition space.  The entrance 

building had a glass front through which passers-by could see the famous and intricately 

carved Two Hemispheres parade wagon (see figure 3.3).  The museum housed a variety 

of circus artifacts, from Tom Thumb's carriage to posters and costumes.  It also had a vast 

collection of items associated with the most famous people in circus history, including 

Annie  Oakley,  PT Barnum, Lillian  Leitzel  and of  course the Ringling  Brothers.  The 

Museum had a backyard that served as a storage space for less important circus wagons. 

Most importantly for the circus community, there were also live performances at the Hall 

of Fame several times a day from mid-December to April and June through mid-August 

(Sarasota Convention and Visitors Bureau 2012).  These performances also provided an 

important source of employment after the Ringling Circus drastically downsized.  
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Figure 3.3:  Front view of 
the Circus Hall of Fame in 
1960. Photo Courtesy of the 
Florida Memory Project 
website.



Unfortunately,  the  Circus  Hall  of  Fame closed  in  1980 after  the  stockholders 

made the decision to sell the museum.  Pete Adams spoke at length about the fate of the 

Hall of Fame's collection, most of which was moved to the new Circus Hall of Fame 

building in Peru, Indiana, where it remained at the time of writing.  Some of the items 

never made it to Peru, but were instead moved into private collections.  The Ringling 

Museum also managed to acquire a few of its pieces.  Though the collection remains in 

Peru, the museum lacks the financial resources to take proper care of the building or the 

collection due to a lack of visitors  

1960s to 1990s

In the wake of Ringling's departure there were few events that brought the entire 

Sarasota circus community together.  People continued to socialize, but many felt that 

large  groups  were  only  coming  together  for  weddings  and  funerals.   A few  people 

decided to organize a club that could serve as a meeting place for circus folks.  The effort 

was led by Jenny and Karl Wallenda, but LaNorma and Mary Jane were also part of the 

initial movement.  They managed to acquire a garage on Lockwood Ridge Road, which 

at the time was considered a bit out of the way.  The Showfolks Club was officially 

established in 1964, and the members were expected to pay dues to fund the renovation 

of the building.  The original group consisted of about 10 people, but the ranks grew 

quickly.   In  its  current  incarnation,  the  Showfolks  club  features  a  well-stocked  bar, 

booths and tables for casual interactions, a room with pool tables, and a large dining 

space.  There is an eclectic mix of unique décor including photographs, tables made from 

wagon wheels and a large mural in the dining area of the back of a circus lot (painted 
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from a circus person’s perspective) that covers three walls.  

Jenny Wallenda was also the driving force in establishing the Ring of Fame at St. 

Armands in 1987.  The Ring of Fame surrounds the perimeter of “circle park” which sits 

in the center of the St. Armand's shops.  Until the mid 1950s, St. Armands and Lido 

Beach had remained empty, a testament to John Ringling's failed real estate ventures, but 

shops finally began to appear around the circle.  Since 1987, there has been an induction 

ceremony every January.  Each plaque features a wagon wheel and a short description of 

the  achievements  of  the  group  or  individual  honored.   Some  of  the  inductions  are 

posthumous and many never lived in the Sarasota area, but there is an emphasis on local 

families.  Dolly Jacobs, Lou Jacobs, LaNorma Fox, The Nock family, the Cristianis, the 

Zerbinis and the Hannefords are among the local figures honored in the ring of fame. 

LaNorma Fox also told me about the short lived Sarasota International Circus 

Festival and Parade which began in the late '80s.  Many hoped the festival would grow to 

rival the world renowned International Circus Festival of Monte Carlo.  Unfortunately, 

the  annual  event  reached a  premature ending when a woman slipped and fell  at  the 

Sarasota fairgrounds in 1994.  She decided to sue and the fairgrounds claimed it was not 

liable; the festival did not have the money to cover the costs of the lawsuit.   

Conclusion

A lot of people who move to Sarasota, they're interested in a very sophisticated  
life- they don't consider the circus sophistication.

-Pete Adams

As the town grew, circus played a less and less visible role in the community. 

The early 1980s were a particularly low point for circus in Sarasota.  The Hall of Fame 
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was gone,  there  was no ring of  fame and no circus  festival.   The only truly visible 

manifestation of circus in this era was Sailor Circus.  Pedro Reis, who is originally from 

South Africa but subsequently worked in Europe, knew Sarasota by its reputation as the 

home of American circus even before he joined RBBB.  When he first arrived in Sarasota 

in  the  1980s  he  was  disappointed  by  the  low visibility  of  circus  in  the  community 

(Thomas 2007).  Because of the transplanted nature of the Sarasota community and the 

fact that the circus had become less visible, many Sarasota residents didn't realize that the 

circus was still in town. Showfolks was around, but it has always been an institution for 

those in the business, not for the general public.  The circus museum at Ringling was still  

present, though not updated significantly from its 1948 origins.  The Ringling Museum 

was also a floundering institution at this time. Since the management of the museum had 

been transferred to the Florida Department of State in 1946, there was little funding for 

maintenance.  By the 1990s the roof leaked, there was mold growing on many of the 

paintings and the buildings were beginning to fall apart (Arroyo 2007).  The Ringling 

Museum was not a significant contributor to the circus legacy at that point in time.  

Sheer numbers also came to overwhelm the circus influence.  By 1980, Sarasota 

proper  had  attained  a  population  of  over  48,000,  not  much  smaller  than  the  2010 

population  of  51,000  (Sarasota  County  Planning  and  Development  Services  2012). 

While  the  population  was  increasing,  the  visibility  of  circus  in  the  community  was 

declining.   Mary Jane Miller  and LaNorma Fox talked about  how the  circus  people 

continued  to  be  pushed  out  of  trailer  parks  as  they  were  sold  one  by  one  and  lot 

availability  became unreliable.   Most  went  on  to  purchase  homes  in  the  area.   The 
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population  boom that  occurred  from the  1950s  to  the  1970s  brought  many wealthy 

retirees to the area.  At some point in the process, many circus folks developed a sense 

that  Sarasota felt  it  didn't  want  or  need the  circus  anymore (Ivanov 1993).   At  last, 

Sarasota had developed a tourist industry independent of the circus.  Tourism came to be 

built around St. Armands, fantastic beaches and an artsy downtown district rather than 

circus.   Circus  was  pushed  aside  in  favor  of  galleries,  operas  and  orchestras.   The 

perception among most circus folks was that the circus was not considered high-class 

entertainment and was looked down upon by the-well-to-do snowbirds who had come to 

form the backbone of Sarasota's economy.
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THE CIRCUS IS DEAD. LONG LIVE THE CIRCUS.

The Circus is Dead

It’s not circus so much anymore-it’s show business, but it’s not circus.  Circus the way we  
knew it will never be the same.  There’ll be memories, great memories, people talk about  
it, reminisce about it, but the younger people they’re just not into it.

-Mary Jane Miller

Circus people are family, except now things are changing a lot.  They're not traveling so  
much... it's changing the whole lifestyle.  Those little tent shows and all, they're slowly  
going away.

-Norma Fox

Circus has changed profoundly since its first season in Sarasota.  As the quotes 

above indicate, many people maintain that the modern circus isn't truly circus.  At first I  

had a difficult time understanding why people spoke about circus as if it were in the past, 

but the type of circus that many people revered is.  Personally, I will not go as far as to 

say that the modern circus isn't circus, but I certainly understand why people would feel 

that way.  There is a perception that everything about the business has changed since the 

1940s and 1950s.  Currently, there is a relative lack of traveling circuses small or large 

that perform for a full season.  Many circuses no longer travel at all and only perform for 

a few months.  Increased use of safety gear is another development that garners mixed 

reviews.  Increasingly, performers and circuses are wearing “mechanics,” basically safety 

wires,  even  during  shows.   Mechanics  have  long  been  used  as  a  training  tool  for 

amateurs, but it was not at all common to see someone wearing a mechanic during a live 

performance.  Some people feel that the use of mechanics is an adulteration of the art 

(Hammarstrom 2012).  

  Both Mary Jane Miller and LaNorma Fox indicated concern that not only does 
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the  circus  look  different  to  patrons,  but  the  lifestyle  of  circus  people  has  changed. 

Comments about the changes to the circus lifestyle occurred throughout the course of 

both interviews, sometimes as a response to direct questions and sometimes as part of a 

response to something else.  They also shared a perception that current circus performers 

do not benefit from the same kind of family atmosphere that they did, due to shorter 

dates  and increased use of  private  travel  trailers.   For  Mary Jane Miller,  the  overall 

conclusion was that modern circuses are entirely different from the circus in which she 

participated.  I  would  also  suspect  that  more  stationary  circuses  result  in  shallower 

connections between circus folks since the troupe doesn't live together on the lot.  

  A dedication to the circus of the past is manifest in many ways in Sarasota.  

Bob's Train, Big Top Tours and the Ringling Museum are all primarily structured around 

nostalgia for the pre-1960s circus.  The tone behind the presentation of the history is 

different at all three institutions.  The Ringling Museum strikes a fairly “neutral” tone, 

Big  Top  Tours  focuses  on  some  of  the  quirky  bits  of  circus  history  that  would  be 

entertaining  to  visitors,  and Bob's  Train  presents  the  past  from more  of  an  insider's 

perspective.  It is difficult to appreciate the significance of the photos and train cars at 

Bob's Train without a certain degree of knowledge about circus, since there aren't any 

explanatory captions.  The nostalgia is evident in the very form of the restaurant.   Bob's 

goal  to  restore  JOMAR (John and Mabel  Ringling's  train  car)  to  its  former  glory is 

another testament to the esteem that many in Sarasota hold for the circus of the early-to 

mid-1900s.
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Challenges to the Modern Circus

The contemporary circus faces a host of challenges, some new, some old.  Of 

course it has always been a formidable task to orchestrate the transportation and constant 

erection and tear down of equipment, but the cost has skyrocketed.  The cost differential 

between rail and truck was what prompted RBBB to switch to truck-based transportation 

in the 1970s, though they still transport some equipment by train.  The increase in fuel 

costs over the past five years is a significant expense for traveling circuses.  Paired with 

the lingering unemployment from the 2008 economic recession which has kept away 

many crowds, the increase in travel costs has become even more difficult.  Transportation 

costs by train have only continued to increase.  

On an individual level, circus is an expensive industry to enter, yet it provides 

little security.  Even if someone manages to land a gig with one of the circuses that tour  

for a full season, most contracts are year to year.  There is a constant process of securing 

work.   There  is  no retirement  plan in  circus  and no benefits.   Most  performers  and 

managers are expected to provide their  own accommodations, and in this  respect the 

nearly universal choice is a travel trailer.  Most performers also provide and transport 

their own equipment from circus to circus.  

The Next Generation

 I know a lot of performers that their kids want to keep on going...I think some of the kids  
feel like they belong there.  Now, if they retire and put their kids in school maybe that  
changes something, but if they're still traveling most likely their youngsters will go on.  I  
hope so, the show must go on.

-LaNorma Fox

It became clear to me during the course of her interview that education is very 
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important to Heidi Herriott.  She explained that many circus performers have relatively 

little  formal  education.   Circus  children  learn  many  skills  by  traveling,  but  they 

sometimes miss skills that are helpful both inside and outside of the circus world.  When 

work dries up or they are forced to retire many are left with few lucrative options.  There 

is a certain degree to which educating circus children in traditional schools is a catch-22. 

As LaNorma Fox explained, if the parents retire and stay home while their children go to 

school,  the kids typically don't  enter the circus life  because it  is  unfamiliar  to  them. 

Heidi Herriott explained that if the parents continue to travel and take their children with 

them as much as possible, the kids stay in circus but often don't attain the skills they need 

to be successful outside of circus life.  Many performers get jobs as truck drivers after 

they retire or during the off-season since they are used to hauling equipment with shows 

(Bliley 2007).  Locally, many performers work at grocery stores, restaurants or catering 

companies either after retiring or during the off-season.  Pete Adams explained that some 

put their performance know-how to use by working backstage at theaters such as the Van 

Wezel.  

The changes in the industry make it difficult to find the younger generation of 

circus performers around Sarasota.   For those who have gone into the business, the busy 

season is not as straightforward as it used to be; now it is not terribly uncommon to be on 

the road at any given time of year.   Being in the circus is a very time-consuming job.  

Performers have to spend hours a day training, maintaining equipment and finding work. 

Without being employed by an organization, many performers do not have the time to 

hang around.  Though many kids who grew up in circus families are still around, many 
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are not in the business yet.  They have either decided to leave it for a more stable way of  

life, could not find work, or have decided to go to college.  

Animal Rights

Every day of your life you're getting hammered.  Everyday you're being told how horrible  
you are.  It can really wear on you.

-Heidi Herriott

Heidi Herriott explained to me that there are a few laws in place that govern the 

use and care of animals for exhibition.  All animal trainers have to be licensed by the 

USDA as Class C exhibitors unless they work with horses.   The animals have to be 

under  competent  supervision  at  all  times.   The USDA also  has  the  right  to  conduct 

random inspections.  The Animal Welfare Act also lays out minimum guidelines for the 

treatment of animals.  Though these regulations cannot totally prevent animal abuse, they 

do help to ensure that animals will be properly cared for.  Many counties and sometimes 

whole states go farther by outlawing the tools that animal trainers use such as whips or 

the bullhooks used for elephants (Hammarstrom 2012:48).  Though a whip may sound 

violent, Heidi explained that the whip is primarily used to maintain distance.  If she were 

too close to the horse, it could kick out and injure her. She mentioned that she also uses 

the whip to provide gentle,  negative reinforcement.  She said that responsible animal 

trainers use tools such as whips in a similar way to a dog owner swatting the dog on the 

nose to convey that the animals has done something wrong.  

Every single one of the people I  spoke with talked about  the issue of animal 

rights, whether or not they have worked with animals in a show.  In the January/February 

2012 issue of White Tops, at least seven of the 80 pages were devoted to animal issues .  
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The feeling that circus has been unjustly attacked by People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals (PETA) and other animal rights groups seems pervasive in the circus world. 

While  everyone  I  spoke  with  was  on  board  with  stopping  animal  abuse,  it  was 

continuously reiterated to me that the animal rights agenda is about eliminating animals 

from shows, not just preventing cruelty.  No one I spoke with denied that there have been 

abuses in the industry, but they were all interested in stopping individual instances of 

abuse rather than getting rid of animals altogether.  Though this is a general sentiment, 

there are also very personal examples. After Ringling's famous animal trainer Gunther 

Gebel-Williams died in 2001, a small group of protestors from a Florida Animal Rights 

group staged a protest at his funeral in Venice with signs indicating their joy at his death. 

In an incident shortly after, a woman dressed head to toe in a devil costume, called the 

press and proceeded to dance on his grave.   Not only were these actions in bad taste (to 

put it mildly), but Gunther Gebel-Williams was well-known in the circus world for his 

impeccable standard of care for his animals (Culhane 1990:381).

The example of the Gebel-Williams incidents are extreme, but the pressure from 

animal rights manifests itself in the day-to-day lives of circus folks.  The stigma of being 

labeled animal abusers takes its toll on everyone in circus life, but it is most difficult for 

trainers who work with exotic animals.  There is a constant pressure that many have 

found  to  be  mentally  exhausting.   Because  of  the  extent  to  which  trainers  devote 

themselves to their animals, it  is very difficult not to take the attacks personally.   As 

Heidi Herriott said, “We're not a zoo, we don't change shifts.  These animals are mine 

twenty-four hours a day.”  The Rosaire family has been in the business of animal training 
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for nine generations.  They currently operate the Big Cat Habitat just east of Interstate 

75.  Every animal they obtain, they keep for life.  Ellian Rosaire's daughter was raised 

with a chimp as a sibling (Bliley 2007).  When protestors accuse people who devote their 

lives to training and caring for animals, it is difficult for trainers to ignore.  

Of course, the challenge that animal rights poses to circus is not just emotional; 

there are also many legal and economic ramifications.  Animal rights groups have filed a 

host of lawsuits which absorb an enormous amount of the community's resources.  Even 

when there is little basis for the suit, the defending party still has to hire a lawyer and go 

through the legal process.   One particularly high profile and resource draining case just 

ended after a painful ten year battle.  PETA had sued Feld Entertainment (owners of the 

RBBB  circus)  regarding  the  treatment  of  Asian  Elephants.  The  case  was  finally 

dismissed  in  a  federal  appeals  court  in  late  October  2011.  Immediately  after,  the 

Traveling Exotic Animal Protection Act, a proposed amendment to the Animal Welfare 

Act, was introduced to the House of Representatives by a Virginia congressman.  The bill 

would effectively ban all exotic animals from traveling shows (Hall 2012:72).  According 

to the govtrack website, the bill only has a 2% chance of passing (Civic Impulse Llc 

2012).  Still, the fact that these bills and others similar to it have been proposed in federal 

and state governments is a constant source of stress for circus folks.

The legal and emotional impact of the constant pressure has caused many circuses 

and individuals to eschew the use of exotic animals.  Circus Sarasota is a good example. 

When I asked Dolly Jacobs why I had seen only dogs and horses in the shows, she told 

me the stories about Gunther Gebel-Williams.  I got the impression that she is not wholly 
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opposed to the use of “exotic animals,” but she did not feel that she could deal with the 

constant controversy.  She told me that they have received some complaints about the 

dogs and horses in the show.  I also heard stories about performers retiring because of the 

lack of available work for animal trainers;   when compounded with the other challenges 

of contemporary circus life, animal training is a difficult road to travel and one that most 

trainers travel only out of love.

The circus  community does  not  passively accept  these attacks,  but  it  is  often 

difficult for them to defend themselves.  They are trained as performers, not activists, and 

do not have much spare time or money with which to fight the claims of animal rights 

groups.  According to Heidi Herriott, animal rights groups often tape abuse when they 

see it and release the footage in the media at opportune moments rather than reporting the 

abuse to the appropriate agencies.  Often this footage is edited so it is difficult to say 

whether  any abuse actually occurred.  There is  an organization called the Alliance of 

Professional Animal Exhibitors and Owners which advocates the idea of animal welfare 

rather  than  animal  rights.   Animal  rights  when taken to  its  extreme would  sever  all 

connections between humans and animals while animal welfare advocates fair treatment 

and proper husbandry within the context of the human-animal connection.  

It  is easy to use PETA as an example since they are the most militant of the 

animal rights organizations, but both the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 

to  Animals  (ASPCA)  and  the  Humane  Society  of  the  United  States  have  official 

statements on their websites unequivocally denouncing all use of animals in circuses. 

The Humane Society even has a pamphlet available on the subject (see appendix A). The 
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organizations make essentially the same points, so I will only quote one:

The ASPCA is opposed to using wild or exotic (non-native wild) animals, whether taken 
from the wild or captive-bred, in circuses, carnivals and other traveling animal shows 
because of the stress, cruelty and physical, social and psychological deprivations that the 
animals inevitably suffer, many as a direct result of extended confinement and  being on 
the road much of the year. The ASPCA rejects the claim that there is educational value in 
seeing wild animals perform unnatural or dangerous behaviors, as well as the claim that 
large,  wild  animals  such as  elephants,  bears,  lions  and tigers  can be trained without 
cruelty to perform these behaviors. Furthermore, exotic animals in these venues are not 
bred to propagate the species for return to their native habitat, but rather to provide a 
steady  supply  of  young  animals  who  are  subsequently  trained  to  perform.  Note: 
Performing  companion  animals  who  accompany  their  guardians  on  the  road  are  an 
exception, as these animals can be accommodated humanely.

Both organizations claim that trainers regularly use physical violence in order to train the 

animals.  In opposition to circuses, both organizations support zoos in a qualified way 

because  they mimic  natural  environments  and serve  “educational”  value,  but  neither 

organization sees these qualities in the circus.  

Aside from the theoretical differences between the two groups, circus people have 

practical examples in their favor.  Most of the people in the Alliance have a lifetime of 

first-hand experience with animals on which to  draw.    When I  visited the Big Cat 

Habitat, Kay Rosaire made brief speeches throughout the performance that explained the 

animal welfare position and educated the audience about the animals (including their 

origins and how the habitat cares for them).  One of the things that she explained is that 

many of the animals that are referred to as exotic or wild have actually been bred in 

captivity in the US for generations.  I received the impression that it is not at all common 

for circuses to buy imported animals.  Where many animal rights advocates contend that 

animals should be released into the wild, LaNorma Fox pointed out that there is not much 

wild  left,  and  animals  in  the  wild  are  frequently  poached.   Statistically,  animals  in 
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circuses live at least as long as animals in zoos and significantly longer than they would 

in the wild (Hammarstrom 2012:157). 

My  personal  observations  back  up  the  claims  of  fair  treatment.   When  I 

interviewed Heidi, she had me wait before we started the interview so she could take care 

of her animals, stopped once to check on them during the interview and was tending to 

them again as I left.  When I visited the Rosaire's Big Cat Habitat, they were performing 

their annual show.   During the show I was impressed when several times over the two- 

hour performance, one of the animals would not perform a trick, they did not force them. 

The trainer would encourage the animal once or twice, but showed no inclination to force 

an animal to do something it did not want to do.   

Long Live the Circus

It [circus] has always been struggling and no it's not at the point it was in the golden  
age, but it's still there.  The golden age is different.  It was a different era, the circus  
wasn't competing with so many things.  That was the one place people could go for an  
education about animals and people from around the world.  That was their education,  
now they get it on the internet they get it in so many ways.  Menageries at one point  
disappeared  because  the  cities  started  building  zoos,  there  was  no  need  for  them  
anymore.  So the purpose has changed, but to say the circus is dying, I don't believe that.

-Shirley and Pete Adams

People say that the circus isn't what it used to be, but it was never what it used to be.  It's  
always something different.

-Toby Ballantine
Despite the many challenges that face the modern circus, it has survived since the 

late-1700s.  The perception of what a circus is has always been in a state of flux.  In 

many ways, the modern circus is reminiscent of the pre-Golden Age era, with most of the 

industry centered around small mud shows.   Of course, now the means of conveyance is  

truck rather than wagon.  Performers have had to get creative to stay in the business. 
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While there are not as many circuses as there used to be, Dolly Jacobs explained there 

has been a proliferation of circus acts in new contexts, such as cruise ships.  As Toby told 

me “The circus needs clowns, clowns don't need circuses.”  

I  believe  that  an  increasing  move  toward  embracing  technology has  been  an 

important in perpetuating interest in circus.  When I heard Nik Wallenda speak at the 

Ringling Museum, he showed a clip from the as-yet-to-debut Discovery series called Life  

on a Wire which is  based on the lives of the Wallenda family.   The clip he showed 

focused on his upcoming attempt to walk across Niagara Falls.  There was also a film at 

the 2012 Sarasota Film Festival about the Wallenda family.   The recent documentary 

about  the  Rosaires  is  another  example  of  how circus  people  are  coming to  embrace 

media.  When I attended the CFA meeting at Showfolks, one of the members made a 

speech about the importance of embracing the Internet as a way to stay connected and 

promote the animal welfare agenda.  Though there is a longstanding history of circus 

people performing media stunts, it seems that they are now embracing technology more 

wholeheartedly as a way to perpetuate their lifestyle.  

 Amazingly,  all  the  major  shows I  am aware  of  have  managed to survive  the 

economic recession.  Their survival alone is a testament to the fact that the American 

public  is  still  willing  to  embrace  circus.   Even  though  there  are  so  many forms  of 

entertainment available, circus still offers something unique.  It is one of the few forms 

of entertainment that offers something that is spectacular without being illusion.  A good 

circus is something children of all ages can appreciate.
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CHAPTER V

SARASOTA REVIVAL

When we first came here, there was talk among the circus people, rather depressing talk  
about how there was no longer an emphasis on circus in Sarasota…that they’ve just  
forgotten all about the circus heritage and all we did to build this city.  They did to a  
degree in that generation but now there is a new generation, now there is a new respect  
and crossover coming.  We see that change, we’re living that change as it happens.  We  
don’t see the same thing that we saw nine years ago when we arrived, there is more  
respect...

- Shirley Adams

            When I first asked Pete and Shirley Adams whether they believed that circus gets  

the recognition that it deserves in Sarasota, they replied in unison with a resounding no. 

As they continued to talk; however, they both mentioned that they believe things have 

improved in the last ten years.  Pete told me about Lou Ann Palmer, a woman who served 

as mayor of Sarasota off and on from 2001 to 2009, who had a strange reputation.  She 

was known for standing on her head when she was having difficulty gaining the room’s 

attention. She had other moves as well; sometimes she would lift one leg and place it on 

top of the rostrum.  As it turns out, Lou Ann is an alumnae of Sailor Circus.  There are  

probably a thousand stories that detail the idiosyncratic ways that circus manifests itself 

in the day to day happenings of Sarasota.  Though this has always been the case, there is  

a mounting feeling that Sarasota is reclaiming its circus roots.    Though I think many 

people have had a hand in this shift, I believe the two most influential forces have been 

Howard Tibbals and Circus Sarasota.   Throughout this  chapter,  I  argue that circus in 

Sarasota is currently undergoing a revitalization which is all the more impressive in the 

context of the economic recession.  
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Circus Sarasota

When Circus Sarasota gave its first performance in 1997, there were very few 

people in attendance.  Dolly and Pedro hadn't done any marketing whatsoever, figuring 

that if they put up a big tent people would come on their own. The '97 season was their 

attempt to produce a circus.  They had both spent their careers up to that point working as 

independent contractors, meaning they had to market their acts to show owners but they 

were  not  responsible  for  managing or  marketing  the  circus  as  a  whole.   By Dolly's 

account,  there  was  a  steep  learning  curve  from  independent  contractor  to 

owner/manager/creative director.  During its first few years of operation, many people 

wondered if it would survive.  After a few years, it was doing well enough to expand the 

program  to  include  Laughter  Unlimited.  At  the  beginning  of  each  of  the  February 

performances, Dolly and Pedro led the show with an introduction proclaiming that Circus 

Sarasota  was marking its  15th season in 2012 and as  of  late  2011 the  business  was 

officially debt free.  

Circus  Sarasota's  title  performance  lasts  for  about  three  weeks  each  winter. 

2012's performance was titled Bello Mania after the “daredevil clown,” Bello Nock who 

is one of the best known performers in the industry. He has worked with the Big Apple 

Circus and RBBB.  In fact, Bello's stint with RBBB was the first time in its history that 

they  named  a  production  after  a  performer.  Bello  hails  from  a  long  line  of  circus 

performers known as the Nerveless Nocks.  They are yet another family that was brought 

over from Switzerland by the Ringlings, and as a family are perhaps still most famous for 

the swaypole act they performed with the Ringling show (a swaypole being a tall thin 
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pole that has some type of platform at the top).  Most of the Nocks still live in Sarasota, 

including Bello on his “Funny Farm.”  Despite the fact that Bello comes from a well-

established circus family, he does not don the traditional clown makeup which I believe 

has contributed to his success.  He leaves his face natural, but instead uses his vertically 

inclined hair as his trademark.  His hair has become so recognizable that as a volunteer at 

Circus Sarasota I was made “a Bello” one evening simply by wearing a wig that stood 

straight up. The Nock Family Circus, part of Nock Dynamic Entertainment, is based in 

Sarasota a little east  of Interstate-75.  The emphasis of 2012's performance was very 

much on Bello, but Circus Sarasota also featured two more local acts, Heidi Herriott and 

Johnny Pierce (and his many, many dogs that he rescued from the pound).  I asked Dolly 

if the decision to incorporate local acts was intentional, she indicated that they include at 

least  a  couple  local  acts  each  season  as  a  show  of  support  to  the  Sarasota  circus 

community.  Since Dolly grew up in Sarasota, and Pedro has lived here for over twenty 

years, they have personal relationships with most of the performers in the area. 

Community Outreach

Laughter Unlimited is wonderful, I used to go the Pines everyday to see my friend- she  
was a showgirl...I was there one time when Chuck-O and Billy Bob they all came in and 
did a show there.  These people just loved it, they were smiling and laughing.  Chuck-O 
would kiss the lady's hands and talk to the guys...How wonderful that they bring this out  

in people.
-Mary Jane Miller

I believe part of Circus Sarasota's success has stemmed from its contributions to 

the  community.   Circus  Sarasota  is  named very appropriately in  that  it  is  extremely 

engaged locally.   For example,  Laughter Unlimited sends clowns into nursing homes 

around Sarasota to provide entertainment  to the people who live there.  There are  15 
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nursing homes that the program serves on a weekly basis.  Many of the people whom 

Laughter Unlimited serves would have a difficult time getting to the circus, so instead the 

circus  comes  to  them.   Jackie  LeClair  is  one  of  the  many  clowns  who  work  with 

Laughter Unlimited.  He has been clowning since the 1940s. Circus Sarasota also creates 

many educational workshops for children, and they have even developed a circus lesson 

plan.

Circus Sarasota has also conducted what I like to think of as community outreach 

to the wealthy of Sarasota.  Over the past few years, they have begun presenting circus 

programs similar to January 2011 and 2012's Cirque des Voix, which presented circus 

acts  to  the accompaniment  of  a  live orchestra.   Circus Sarasota has  conducted other 

programs that integrate arts, such as ballet.   The proliferation of circus programs that 

integrate circus with other art forms bring circus to an audience that has long viewed it as 

an inferior form of entertainment.  According to Pete Adams, it is still difficult to get the 

people who go to crossover events to ordinary Circus Sarasota performances, but there 

has been slow and steady growth.  

Dolly and Pedro hope to dispel the misunderstandings and negative stereotypes 

about circus by presenting exemplary performances of what circus can be.  Dolly Jacobs 

seemed very disheartened about the way circus is perceived and she told me several 

stories about educating people in her day-to-day life.   Dolly told me that even though 

she is extremely proud of what she does, she is sometimes reluctant to tell people that she 

works in circus because of the many misconceptions about what it  means to be in a 

circus.  Specifically, many people think of side shows, carnivals, swindlers and animal 
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abuse, none of which are part of most modern circuses.   Throughout my research, I 

heard  a  lot  about  how many of  Sarasota's  well-to-do do not  consider  circus  worthy 

entertainment.   Aside from the misrepresentations of circus in popular culture,  I also 

believe that the negative feelings might have something to do with the circus way of life. 

Ken Gelder  claims  in  Subcultures:Cultural  History  and Social  Practice that  there  is 

frequently  suspicion  of  groups  who  make  their  living  in  a  way that  is  significantly 

different than the mainstream(2007: 4).  It is hard to deny that the circus life is different.

Sailor Circus

Lots of the show children became great performers because they were going in there as  
children.

-LaNorma Fox

Sailor Circus is the oldest operating youth circus in the nation and it has had an 

important impact on the community. It has served for a place for both town kids and 

circus  kids  to  learn  circus  skills  for  more  than  60  years.   They even  have  a  small 

“museum” on the grounds, which features a timeline of photographs and news clippings 

from its founding in 1948 to the present.  The vast majority of the kids who train at Sailor 

do  not  go  on  to  professional  careers,  but  some  have.  Heidi  Herriott  recalled  her 

experience at Sailor Circus as a very positive one.  As a kid from a circus family, it 

allowed her to learn things in a more explicit way than she did while traveling, where it is 

expected that  they watch and learn.   For  example,  Sailor  Circus does very thorough 

training about riggings.  It also allowed her to be just another one of the Sailor kids,  

without the expectations that her family name brings in the circus industry (she described 

being a Herriott in the circus world as similar to being a Kennedy in politics). For most 
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of its recent history, the Sailor Circus has been under the control of the Police Athletic 

League (PAL).   In October  2011, PAL transferred control  of Sailor  Circus  to  Circus 

Sarasota.  During my research, Sailor Circus was still very much in a state of transition. 

When I visited Sailor Circus in March 2012, it seemed that it had been relatively isolated 

from  the  rest  of  the  local  circus  happenings  in  Sarasota.   Everyone  I  spoke  with 

expressed admiration for Sailor Circus, but I was disappointed by how little interaction 

there seemed to be.  Most of the trainers are alumi and the director is also an alumnae. 

Only one of the trainers I met had ever worked on a professional show; he was an older 

gentleman who used to work for Ringling.  I am not trying to disparage the program or 

the abilities of the trainers, they are very talented, but not having the connections to the 

circus world seemed odd to me in a town where there are so many connections.  Only 

one of the kids I met had any inclination of going into the circus business. 

Each Sailor performance has a theme or narrative.  The Spring 2012 theme was 

Mary Poppins.  I was visited during “creative week,” when they decide what acts will be 

in the show and begin to put them together.  It was interesting to see circus performed so 

casually.   The first thing I saw was a group of girls one by one swinging from the trapeze 

to a catcher.  I then saw two boys working on a hand balancing act.  Since it was just a 

practice, the kids were in normal workout clothes, talking and socializing.  It became 

very clear  to  me that  most  of  them know each other  extremely well.   Sailor  Circus 

teaches kids from fourth to 12th grade.  I only talked to high schoolers, almost all of 

whom had been in the program for at least five years.  Pete Adams cited Sailor Circus as 

his favorite of all the circus organizations in Sarasota because the kids learn to rely on 
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one  another  and  also  learn  a  sense  of  responsibility.   They  are  the  stars  of  the 

performance but after they finish they are also assigned to tasks like taking out the trash 

and cleaning the restrooms.  In this sense, it is similar to the professional circus world in 

which everyone is expected to do their part to keep the circus running smoothly.

Howard Tibbals and the Ringling Museum

Howard Tibbals has done a great deal for the reputation of the circus in Sarasota  
because he has given the museum...quite a bit of money-and I think money talks.  He  
didn't just give it to the museum he specifically gave it to the circus museum...

-Toby Ballantine

Howard Tibbals has never been in a circus, but he has spent a lot of time building 

one.  He has been building a miniature circus to the scale of three-quarters of an inch to 

every foot since the 1950s.    As of 2012, he still spent 20 hours every week working on 

the model.  Howard works from photographs and every detail is as exact as he can make 

it.  The model is intended to be a recreation of the RBBB circus in the 1919-1938 era 

(Cox 2012).  According to Pete Adams, each one of the tiny ropes holding up the tent is 

wound around the stake in a certain direction a specific number of times.  The bulk of the 

model has been complete since he presented it at the Knoxville World's Fair in 1982, but 

he continues to add details to the the Ringling Museum display on a regular basis. 

 In 2000, Tibbals issued a challenge to the Ringling Museum; if they raised $1.3 

million by the end of the year, he would donate $3 million toward the creation of a new 

circus building which would house his model.  Through an escalation of fund matching, 

the initial challenge ended up raising $15.6 million of which Howard himself donated 

$6.5  million  (Ringling  Museum of  Art  2008).   Howard Tibbals  has  not  just  been  a 

wealthy donor, he has been an advocate for circus in the Sarasota community.  In 2004, 
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the Tibbals Learning Center was completed with his massive model as the center piece. 

By his calculations, if the model were scaled up to life size it would cover eleven acres. 

The second floor of the building features a time-line of the development of circus along 

with some circus artifacts.  

In 2008, Howard donated another $4 million to go toward the expansion of the 

Tibbals Center on both the top and bottom floors.  The ground floor is the expansion I  

described in my first chapter.  I attended the opening of the new wing in 2011; it was 

well-attended by circus folks, many of whose families were commemorated in some way 

in the new wing.  Though it is not explicitly local in its focus, the new wing is based 

almost entirely on artifacts from the performances of local circus families. There was 

even a video with Circus Sarasota's own Chuck-O (Chuck Sidlow) about how to apply 

grease paint.   Tibbals  played a  very prominent  role  in  designing the new wing.  The 

upstairs expansion is not accessible to most visitors but it is perhaps even more important 

than the additions downstairs.  Howard has established The Tibbals Center for the Study 

of American Circus which makes use of the most advanced preservation technologies 

available.  Most of the material was from his private collection, but there are many circus 

families who have donated some of their family materials to the Ringling Museum.

I knew the name Tibbals before I started my research, but only in the sense that I 

know some of the names that grace buildings around Sarasota.    It took me awhile to 

catch onto how important he has been to the circus community.  I received my first clue 

when I visited the museum one day and asked a volunteer who had been responsible for 

planning the new wing.  I was surprised and skeptical when she said Howard Tibbals.  He 
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then began to come up in interviews and conversations before I had even considered 

asking  about  him.  By  the  end  of  the  research  process  I  began  asking  people  how 

important they believed Howard Tibbals has been to circus in Sarasota.  There was a 

universal appreciation for what Tibbals has done.  When I asked Pete Adams about the 

degree of Tibbals' involvement in the new wing, he said   “it's a hands-on experience and 

his hands were on it.”

Before Howard Tibbals, the Ringling Museum did not have the best record of 

presenting circus; its full name is still the Ringling Museum of Art.  When I visited, the 

museum library also still focused much more heavily on art.  Pete had a better collection 

of circus books than I found at the museum.  The majority of the museum directors, 

including the current one, have a background in art and enter the position knowing very 

little  about  circus.   According to  Pete  Adams,  the  current  director  has  at  least  been 

willing to learn and show respect to the local circus community.  Since the creation of the 

new building, thousands of people a year have been exposed to the history of the circus. 

It is hard for me to believe that the exposure hasn't had some kind of positive impact on 

the reputation of the circus.   Since the new wing has opened, I have seen more activity at 

the museum; on several occasions there were clowns, plate spinners, and other volunteers 

outside the doors of the museum to interact with visitors.  

CFA no. 122

They do acknowledge us.  At one time, they hated to see a circus fan.  They used to call  
us lot  lice,  and some of them were that.  They would pester, they would bother, they  
would attack in the backyard where they didn't belong.

-Shirley Adams

The circus fans have been the only organization out there that's been openly supportive  
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of trying to do the animal welfare in a correct way. It has brought all the circus owners  
to respecting the fans.  They'll go out of their way to assist fan's groups because of that.  
We both have respect for each other and what they do.  Thank god that's happened, it's  
happened in my lifetime. I wasn't sure when I first joined whether that was ever going to  
happen.

-Pete Adams

 I had no idea about the Circus Fans of America (CFA) until I volunteered for 

Circus Sarasota.  I worked as an usher with a group of about 10 to 15 people most of 

whom were retirees.  After asking many of the volunteers why they began, I quickly 

found that many volunteers are circus fans. One woman in particular was very excited to 

tell me about the CFA and White Tops.  Some of the CFA members are snowbirds who 

have  made  a  quasi-career  volunteering  for  circuses  around  the  country.  Most  of  the 

volunteers at Circus Sarasota had been volunteering there for several years.  It seemed 

that anyone who had been ushering less than five years was considered “new.”  Members 

of the CFA, along with other volunteers, are the people who keep organizations like the 

Ringling Museum and Circus Sarasota afloat.  

The local chapter of the CFA meets the first Wednesday of every month at the 

Showfolks club,  though they are not officially affiliated.  Each chapter is known as a 

“tent”  and is  named after  a  specific  performer,  though it  is  also assigned a  number. 

Shirley Adams indicated that the Sarasota tent is among the most active in the country, 

but also different in important ways.  Many of the CFA members in Sarasota are simply 

people who have developed a passion for learning about the circus, but there are also 

many people who have worked in the industry, which distinguishes it from most tents. 

She said that it was intimidating at first to be president of an organization with so many 

performers. Both Pete and Shirely emphasized the need to show respect by learning who 
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people are and what they’ve done, which is an idea I have incorporated into this thesis. 

The abundance of circus professionals in Sarasota has allowed the tent to feature a guest 

speaker at each meeting.  Though most circus fans don't have close personal relationships 

with circus folks, there is a mutual recognition. 

When I attended the CFA meeting at Showfolks as a guest, I noticed there was 

significant  overlap  between  the  people  who  showed  up  for  the  CFA meeting,  the 

Showfolks  social  and the  Circus  Sarasota  volunteers.   Most  of  the  people  I  did  not 

recognize were the people who drive to the meetings from out of town.  The meeting I 

attended was unique in that there was an auction rather than a guest speaker.  I noticed 

that most of the memorabilia sold for modest prices, but the goods that were most highly 

valued were the ones related to local performers.    

The Redevelopment of Circus Tourism

If one were to approach the Big Top Tours bus in early 2012, it would be difficult  

to ignore the red and purple bus with an elephant on the side more than likely parked 

outside of the Ringling Museum.  If one were then brave enough to climb the stairs and 

enter the bus, one would find the ceiling painted with the red and yellow big top stripes 

while the walls are painted in a way that is reminiscent of tiger stripes.  A recording plays 

as the tour is about to start, with the thundering voice of a ringmaster, introducing Toby 

Ballantine with the appropriate amount of circus ballyhoo.  Toby, who has already been 

on the bus, gets off so he can re-enter on cue.  Of course, Toby is a clown and also the 

tour guide.  I have already introduced Toby myself with what I hope is the appropriate 

amount of circus ballyhoo, so I will not recapitulate his personal history here.  The tour 
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goes South from the Ringling Museum through the Bayshore neighborhood.  It goes by 

the homes of the Doll Family, who worked in the Ringling side show from the 1920s to  

the 1950s.  A person might also learn that Harry Doll played the mayor of Munchkinville 

in  The Wizard of Oz.   Next, the tour passes the former home of Mrs. Gargantua, the 

gorilla who was married to Gargantua as a publicity stunt; supposedly the home was built 

to the same specifications as her train car.

The tour continues to St. Armands, downtown,  the Wallenda winter quarters, 

Bob's Train,  the Ringling Winter Quarters, Showfolks and back towards the Ringling 

Museum.  Between  locations,  Toby  shows  laminated  copies  of  historic  circus 

photographs.  He even performs magic tricks with ropes and a paper bag.    The tour lasts 

about  two hours and covers 26 different  spots.   Bob Collins is  Toby's  partner in the 

venture.  He is also the man who drives the bus.  The majority of his professional career 

has been in marketing for the World Wrestling Federation, but he has also worked in 

marketing for circuses. He actually worked with Toby's wife in marketing for the Clyde 

Beatty Cole Bros Circus.  During the tour, he is mostly a silent partner, but he interjects 

occasionally.  This is only their second year doing the tour, but business in 2012 was 

better than last year.  The goal of the tour is to present the history of Sarasota from the 

perspective of the influence of the circus and John Ringling.  Toby said that the spots he 

put on the tour are places that the parents of circus kids tell their children about.  The tour 

does  not  cover  all  of  the  circus  sites  in  Sarasota.   They  ultimately  had  to  limit  it  

somehow, so they decided to cover all the locations within a certain geographical area in 

Sarasota. Toby seemed to have a great admiration for John Ringling and the way that his 
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plans for Sarasota have fallen into place long after his death.  

Big  Top Tours  is  not  the  only circus-related  location  in  Sarasota  that  attracts 

tourists, but other than the Ringling Museum it is the one that is most geared toward 

tourists.  Of course, Big Top Tours also helps promote other circus sites in Sarasota.  The 

tour has a particularly symbiotic relationship with Bob’s Train.  It is the only spot on the 

tour where everyone gets off the bus and goes inside.  Since Bob’s Train is in such an 

odd location, just showing people that it exists is a huge help to business.  Over the past 

few years, there has been an explosion of interest in cultural tourism, and for Sarasota 

that means marketing its circus heritage.  The Sarasota Convention and Visitors Bureau 

has created a website dedicated to Sarasota's circus history.  The site presents some of the 

things I  have presented in this  thesis, but in a much abbreviated form.  The Visitors 

Bureau has also created brochures (see Appendix B) indicating the sites of the flashier 

bits of circus history.  Toby indicated a positive relationship between the tour and the 

Sarasota Visitors Bureau.  On March 12, 2012, The Sarasota Herald Tribune published 

an  article  entitled  “Circus  Heritage  Gives  Area  a  Unique  Lure  for  Visitors”  in  the 

business weekly edition.  In the ultra competitive market for tourist money in Florida, 

many of the people who previously looked down on circus are now seeing the potential 

for its economic contribution to the town.  The city is taking it as an opportunity to 

differentiate itself from the many other Gulf Coast options.  

Of  course,  Sarasota’s  primary  industry  is  tourism,  and  all  of  the  publicly 

accessible circus organizations benefit from tourist revenue.  As a city, Sarasota’s busiest 

season for tourism is the winter, when all the snowbirds arrive.  Though winter is the 
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traditional season for circus in Sarasota because of the Ringling winter quarters legacy, I 

don’t think it is a mistake that the Sarasota circus industry has maintained the winter 

season as its  most  active.   Holding events when the greatest  numbers of tourists  are 

present is a logical financial move for the circus industry.  Circus Sarasota holds its title 

performance during the month of February, the Ring of Fame ceremony is in January, 

Big Top Tours is active January through April, for the first time this year the Ringling 

Museum  held  “Center  Ring  Saturday”  events  the  first  Saturday  of  every  month 

November through April, Showfolks holds its annual fundrasing circus in December and 

The  Big  Cat  Habitat  only  holds  performances  in  January  and  February.   Even  the 

institutions that are open year-round are busiest in the winter, with the exception of Sailor 

Circus.  

 Though the idea of marketing culture is always somewhat problematic, I found 

the issue less complicated in terms of the circus.  Circus is a way of life, but the aspects 

of  circus life  that  are  being emphasized to  tourists  are  the aspects  that  were already 

public and commodified.  Most of the newly developing circus-based tourism is based on 

the winter quarters era and as such is tourism based on a historic tourist site.  With the 

exception of the Sarasota Visitor’s Bureau and the Ringling Museum, it is circus people 

themselves  who are  creating  these  attractions,  which  allows them to control  what  is 

marketed and what is not.  Additionally, most people don't go into the circus business to 

get out of the limelight, and I have not spoken to anyone who does not want people to 

know more about circus in Sarasota.  

In an odd way, the development of so many other tourist attractions in Sarasota is 
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probably what has allowed the circus to survive.  Pete and Shirley Adams told me about 

the other  circus museums in the US, more specifically the Circus World Museum in 

Baraboo, WI and the Circus Hall of Fame in Peru, IN.  Neither museum has been able to 

attract the number of visitors that the Ringling Museum in Sarasota does.  The Hall of 

Fame in Peru has fared very poorly.  There is no climate control and the building is not 

well sealed, which allows dirt and debris to enter the building and amass on the artifacts.  

The Circus  World Museum has certainly fared better,  but  it  is  only open seasonally. 

Baraboo and Peru don't receive much tourist traffic.  Sarasota has many things to market 

to tourists, including the beaches and arts that many perceived as superseding the circus. 

The climate and the tourist draw have allowed year-round operation thereby creating a 

platform from which the circus can be marketed.
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CONLUSION

It’s still all circus here, just don't let Cirque du Soleil get into town.
-Norma Fox

On January 31, 2012, I walked into Bob's Train for lunch and sat down at the bar.  

As I was waiting for the waitress to return, I decided to take a glance at the  Sarasota 

Herald Tribune that happened to be on the counter to my right.  To my shock, I was 

greeted with the headline “Ringling Circus Owner Moving Operations Here” on the front 

page.  I read far enough to learn that the headquarters of Feld entertainment would be 

moving to Ellenton within the next five years before I got too excited to finish and put 

down the paper to discuss the news with Bob.  He was noticeably less excited than I was.  

I had no idea a plan to return to the region was in the works, but the move had long been  

rumored.  Many people hoped that the circus would return to the city of Sarasota.  Prior 

to the consolidation in Ellenton, Ringling has its offices and practice spaces scattered 

throughout the country with its corporate headquarters in Virginia.  Ringling is moving 

its entire operation to Ellenton, one piece at a time.  Kenneth Feld, the president of Feld 

Entertainment, was already living in Tampa.  

I heard two different theories about why the circus would not be returning.  The 

simpler one held that Sarasota did not have a large enough space for Feld Entertainment, 

which includes about eleven other shows in addition to RBBB. The other theory is a bit 

messier; evidently there have been discussions about a return since 2005, most of which 

were based on placement in the current Sarasota County Fairgrounds. Reportedly, a sour 

political atmosphere between county officials and the fair board precluded any agreement 

with Feld Entertainment (Sword 2012).  An agreement could have added Disney on Ice 
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and the RBBB Circus to Sarasota's list of tourist attractions, not to mention the 235 jobs 

that Feld is projected to add for Manatee County.  Thus, the move to Manatee County 

was simultaneously a major loss and a major gain for the Sarasota circus community.

Despite  a  tinge  of  disappointment  at  Sarasota's  failure  to  recapture  Ringling, 

everyone agreed that a return to the area will still be a good thing for circus in Sarasota.  

Having the headquarters so close to the Ringling Museum, barring any bizarre political 

maneuverings, should create a symbiotic relationship.  Kenneth Feld already has ties with 

the community; in fact, he was present at the 2012 Ring of Fame induction ceremony at 

St. Armands.  The movement will also encourage more performers to settle in the area, 

and many will probably want to live closer to Sarasota with its already established circus 

community.  

At the time of this writing, the return of Ringling was the only confirmed move, 

but I suspect a few others are on the horizon.  Just since I began working on this thesis, 

the Ringling Museum opened a new wing in the Tibbals Center, Circus Sarasota gained 

control of Sailor Circus and Ringling announced its return.  I think Sailor Circus will 

likely change for the better.  Already, Circus Sarasota has enlisted some of its performers 

to talk with the kids and give them tips.  I think that Dolly and Pedro will continue to  

increase the contact between the Sarasota Circus community and Sailor Circus.  Their 

long-term goal is to open a performing arts school that will teach circus at a professional 

level while continuing to operate Sailor Circus as a recreational outlet for school-aged 

kids.  Dolly also expressed a desire to take Circus Sarasota on the road, which has the 

potential  to  bring  national  attention  to  Sarasota  as  a  circus  destination.   When  I 
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interviewed  Dolly,  she  mentioned  that  they  recently  performed  a  few  shows  in  St. 

Petersburg and received a good response.  Circus Sarasota has been adding more and 

more programs that  occur  outside of the traditional  season, with the goal  of  making 

circus a year round event in Sarasota.  

Another development nearly everyone, including me, would love to see is the 

incorporation of live performances at the Ringling Museum.  Pete Adams explained it 

this way:

It's a desire of the circus community.  The people we know as performers and 
even owners, or previous owners, would love to see action in that building.  Also, 
people who are coming— I see them every day whether I am in the visitor's pavilion, 
or the Tibbals Learning Center of even the Asolo Theater, and they're looking for 
that kind of live activity that doesn't exist.  It's like any other museum— the museum 
is at times too static.  That probably is the one criticism of the museum that's correct.

 
Some live  performance has  been added already.   In  summer  2010 and 2011,  Circus 

Sarasota ran a small show in the Historic Asolo Theater for six weeks and they are slated 

to do it again for summer 2012.  It would take some doing to create a good performance 

space.  It needs to be larger than the Asolo Theater and allow room for an audience.  The 

old circus museum, the one built in 1948, could be a good location because it is round 

and fairly large, but some people, including LaNorma, feel they need to build a larger 

space.  

The circus has had an enormous economic influence in Sarasota.  Bob Collins 

from Big Top Tours told me a story about the circus folks' efforts to have their economic 

contribution  recognized in  Venice.   In  the early 1990s,  there  was a  dispute over  the 

condition of the train tracks.  The city would not pay to have them repaired and the Feld 

operation did not want to either.  In an effort to motivate city officials, circus folks began 
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paying in $2 bills as a way to physically demonstrate their economic impact.  The effort 

ultimately failed, but Big Top Tours now gives people their change in $2 bills as a way to 

market their tour and pay homage to circus folks.  Without the tourist revenue from the 

circus and the many businesses that circus folks have founded in Sarasota over the years, 

it is very unlikely that Sarasota would look anything like it does.

Winter quarters are just one part of the rich legacy that the Greatest Show on 

Earth left behind.  Sarasota has an incredible circus history, but circus in Sarasota is not 

just  history and it  is not just  Ringling.   I began this project with the impression that 

Sarasota’s connections to circus were primarily historic, but I quickly found that circus 

continues to be ubiquitous in Sarasota.   It is impossible to go to a fair or festival without  

seeing some kind of circus act.  Showfolks, Big Top Tours, the Big Cat Habitat, Bob’s 

Train, the Ringling Museum, Circus Sarasota are all institutions that continue the legacy 

in the public eye.  Equally important to the public institutions, however, is the fact that so 

many circus performers and managers still choose to make their home here and operate 

circuses.  The Royal Hanneford Circus, Walker Brothers Circus Pages are among the 

small  family shows that  are  based in the Sarasota area.   For the forseeable future,  I 

believe that all of Sarasota’s days will be circus days.
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Appendix A: Humane Society of the United States Pamphlet on Circuses
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Appendix B: Sarasota Convention and Visitor's Bureau Circus Brochure
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