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it’s 1912.

Step Right up to the

Ringling Brothers Circus 

later to become the

   Ringling Bros. and 

Barnum & Bailey Circus  
The Greatest Show on Earth!
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SEWING THE
MAGIC IN

at the RIngling Bros. and
Barnum & Bailey Circus

Berlin   Lemont 

I dedicate this book to my mom, who insisted I would be 
an author from the time I was a small child! While she 
never got to hold one of my books in her hands, if I close 
my eyes, I CAN hear her whisper in the wind, saying how 
proud she is. Thanks for all the encouragement! I did it!!!  

         L . G . O. 
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From my place at the window on the second floor, I 

am able to see things that most people will never see.  

Men walking around on stilts.  Dozens of camels being 

led over the Baraboo River.  Giraffes, jugglers, massive 

gilded wagons and dancing horses practicing new tricks.

 A long line of elephants marches down Water Street 

to stretch their legs.  I can see all the daily activities of 

a circus preparing for a new season.
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I try to keep my eyes focused on my work, cutting 

patterns out of colorful material, pinning hems, hand 

stitching feathers, closing seams in endless yards of 

thick velvets and shimmering gold fabrics...but it’s 

hard to concentrate being so near the window 

overlooking “Ringlingville,” the winter quarters of 

The Greatest Show on Earth! I am easily distracted by 

the roars of the lions and the music of the circus 

band warming up their instruments. 
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“Nora,” a soft voice whispers behind me a dozen 

times a day.  “Tend to your sewing.”  

“Sorry, Mama,” I say and turn back to the work at 

hand always with a guilty explanation:  ...there’s a 

beautiful new wagon the painters have finished.  I can see 

one of those silly giraffes peeking over the storage shed! 

That naughty Russian bear is loose again.  Those black 

horses are sure kicking up the muddy snow today... and 

on and on. The excuses are as varied and colorful as the 

daily events passing beneath my window.
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“I’m finished with this hem,” I say to my mama, hold-

ing up a short ruffled blue skirt trimmed with orange 

beads, pink silk roses, and purple rhinestones. 

She takes it and turns it this way and that, making sure 

the stitches are tiny and the sparkly stones are lined 

up perfectly.  Ping, ping.  Two orange beads roll to the 

floor.  Ping.  
I scamper to pick up the beads from the wood 

planked floor before they roll into a crack.  “I’ll just put 

these back on,” I say sheepishly.
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“This is your FIRST season, Nora.  You’ll be an excellent 

seamstress someday.” She pats my cheek and hands me 

the skirt.  I smile and shrug my shoulders.  

“Only fourteen more to go,” she says, nodding towards 

a tall stack of identical blue skirts needing stones and hems.

“Fourteen MORE?” I exclaim.  I can feel my mouth drop open.

“Fifteen elephant riders...fifteen costumes,” she says, push-

ing a damp tendril of hair from her forehead.  “AND if we get 

them done today, tomorrow we can start work on cutting 

out the 30 head dress patterns for the parade elephants!”
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“What’s on your mind, child?”

I turn guiltily from the window where I’ve been 

watching four bears twirling and dancing between the 

animal barns across the street.  It’s Miss Maggie, one of 

the senior seamstresses for the circus.

“Sorry, Miss Maggie,” I say quickly, lowering my head 

to the basket of colorful hair bows needing hand-sewn 

sequins to make them twinkle.

“Come sit by me, child,” she says kindly.  “I’ll help you 

work on those.” She motions to the empty chair next 

to her at the big work table.
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“Tiny beads can be tricky,” Miss Maggie says, opening 

a big tin of sorted sequins.  The varied colors catch 

the light and sparkle like a box of tiny rainbows.  “I’ll 

do the green bows,”  she says.  “And you work on this 

big red one.”

I take the folded ribbon from her, and with a handful 

of scarlet sequins, I copy her technique carefully.  It is 

tedious work that makes your fingers sore and your 

eyes cross from focusing and refocusing on the tiny 

sewing needle working in and out of the satiny fabric.  
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“When I was your age, I had big dreams of working 

with the horses,” she says after a time.  “I wanted to 

be the trainer for the Liberty Horse Act.”  Her eyes 

look wistfully towards my window.  

“I thought I would be a natural performer in the 

ring.  I would amaze the crowds with my eight 

beautiful white horses making them dance on their 

hind legs and prance around the ring using only my 

ribboned batons to guide them.” She sighs and smiles 

down at me.
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“Why didn’t you become a performer?” I ask softly.  

“Why spend your life working in the sewing room year 

after year until your eyes are blurry and your fingers 

swollen and sore?”  I can feel a tear welling up in my eye, 

frustrated for her...and maybe a tiny bit for myself.

“Working with horses wasn’t for me,” she says.  “They 

are a lot bigger up close and very skittish.  I didn’t have 

the knack.” She shrugs.  “My talents are here, in the 

costume shop.  In here I found out I could make the 

circus come alive.”

“How?” I ask, leaning forward.

She looks around the busy workroom.  “We SEW the 

magic in,” she whispers, holding her finger across her lips.  

“You don’t think the animal acts and performers can put 

on a show all by themselves, do you?”
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“I don’t know what you mean,” I answer.

She reaches over and takes the shimmering red bow 

from my hand.  She holds it up to the light and turns 

it gently in her hand.  “It’s beautiful,” she says.  “I can 

feel the magic you’ve sewn into it, rippling right there, 

just beneath the fabric.”

I take it back and turn it over in my hand.  “It’s just 

a hair bow,” I say.  “I don’t see any magic in it at all.”   

I frown at it and toss it gently into the basket with 

the rest of the bows.

“You will,” she says with a knowing look.  “Winter 

is soon over and the circus will be back in all its 

glory.  You take your Mama to the first circus parade 

of the season next month and I promise you WILL see 

the magic.”
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I don’t see the magic... at first.  For sure, I could see 

the WONDERS of the circus as the parade passed by — 

the boisterous clowns and incredible circus wagons 

carrying their precious cargo of zebras and tigers, seals, 

and bears. I laugh at a yawning hippopotamus and the 

swaying head and neck of the giraffe sticking out of the 

hole in the top of his cage.  So glorious!  So colorful!  

Then... just as the elephants march around the corner 

I FEEL it.  It starts as a small tickle on the back of my 

neck.  These are the same elephants I’ve watched all 

winter long with their great domed heads, wrinkly skin 

and delicate ever-searching trunks.  

They are as magnificent as ever...but…with a little 

something more.  
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Astride each elephant is a pretty girl wearing a 

beaded jacket with a matching short ruffled blue skirt 

trimmed with orange beads, pink silk roses, and purple 

rhinestones — the skirts I had trimmed and hemmed! 

On each girl’s head is a fantastic headpiece with 

trailing ribbons and great plumed feathers.  Each 

elephant is wearing an equally elaborate headpiece 

and beaded blanket that coordinates with his rider.  

Looking closely I can pick out the distinct patterns 

we had custom fit to each individual animal’s massive 

head shape.  

A tiny thrill ripples down my spine.
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 “Here comes Tom, Old Joe, and Mr. Willis!”  Mama 

points to the three men on stilts I’ve watched practice 

all winter out my window.  Only they aren’t the same 

jolly men in baggy pants wobbling along on their tall 

wooden legs.  These are MAGICAL beings.  The stilts are 

covered with striped pants with big shoes at the bottom, 

and their vests shimmer like gold in the sun.  They wave 

their tall hats to the cheering crowds.  

My hand flies to cover my mouth.  The costumes are 

the key...the costumes ARE the magic.  They’ve turned 

the ordinary into something extraordinary!  And I 

helped to do that.  All memories of the hard tedious 

work in the costume shop are washed away.
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 “Here comes the star of the show,” a voice whispers 

in my ear.  Miss Maggie is standing behind me!  “The 

greatest bareback rider of all time, Miss May Wirth,” 

she says.  “What do YOU see, Nora?”

I see a beautiful girl in red slippers standing on the 

back of a magnificent white horse. Her red chiffon 

dress sparkles and swirls around her like glowing coals. 

I can SEE the magic shift and move within the fabric as 

she passes.  Her hair is swept back with a big red satin 

bow trimmed with ruby sequins.  The same shimmering 

bow that I had sewn with my own hands.

“I see a fairy princess,” I say.  “A girl from a faraway 

land and her magic horse.”
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“And the magic?” she asks.  “Can you see it?”

“Yes,” I say, grabbing her hand tightly.  “We’ve 

SEWN the magic into the act!”

“We sure did, child,” she says.  “We sure did.”

“I just hope I’ve sewn the seams tight enough to 

KEEP it in!”

My heart swells with pride as THE Greatest Show 

on Earth rumbles past. 
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Baraboo, Wisconsin was the birthplace 
and winter quarters for the Ringling Brothers and 

Barnum & Bailey Circus - The Greatest Show on Earth!

The Ringling Brothers held their first circus in 1884 with 
a traveling wagon and a horse they rented for the season.  The 

five brothers had one pony and one donkey for their animal acts.  They 
provided all the entertainment by singing, dancing, and playing various 
instruments.  A big childhood dream became a reality with a lot of hard 
work, determination and vision.  It grew into the biggest traveling show 
by the early 1900’s. 

In 1919, the Ringling Brothers merged with the Barnum & Bailey 
Circus. The circus traveled across the country from April through 
late October by train.  The ninety-two railcar extravaganza not only 
transferred the massive tents and poles but EVERYTHING they would 

need to run the circus.  Costumes, props,   
portable seating, and a wide variety of working and 
exotic animals were housed in specialty cars.  

During the cold snowy 
months, the Ringling Brothers 
returned to Baraboo, Wisconsin 
to settle down in their winter 
quarters. It was a time to repair 
equipment and work on new 
acrobatic and animal acts.  They 
repainted the ornate circus 
wagons and repaired the canvas 
for the big tops. Working with a 
chosen theme, they designed, sewed, and fitted the elaborate costumes for 
a whole new season.  It took a lot of time, talent, and hard work behind the 
scenes to create The Greatest Show on Earth!

While the aura of the big top is still as magical as ever, 2017 marks the 
end of an era for the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus.  The 
previous year, the circus agreed to stop using elephants in their shows and 
retired them to the Elephant Conservation Center in central Florida.  But 
the elephants had been one of the most beloved acts of the show, and ticket 
sales continued to decline. 

Running a circus entails huge organization and costs, and it was decided 
that it was no longer possible to stay in business.  So the famous call “The 
Show Must Go On!” has come to an end after 146 years.  The  Ringling 
Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus - The Greatest Show on Earth 
will be remembered in the archives of history, with its rich and magical 
past preserved in books and museums and the memories of millions of 
spectators who enjoyed the show over the past century.

Image:  The Barnum & Bailey Greatest Show on Earth--The realistic jungle menagerie. Cin[cinna]ti 
& New York : The Strobridge Lith. Co., c1897. Repository: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division Washington, D.C. 20540, Call No.: POS - CIRCUS - Bar. & Bai. 1897, no. 4 (C size) [P&P]

Image:  A historic circus wagon, used to carry performers and animals in parades that heralded the coming 
of a circus to town, displayed at Circus World Museum in Baraboo, Wisconsin,  Library of Congress Prints 
and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 20540., Reproduction No.: LC-DIG-highsm-40155
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From her spot at the window, a young girl 
observes things most people have to pay to  

see.  There are men walking on stilts, giraffes, 
jugglers, gilded wagons, and a long line of 

elephants marching down the street, as she 
works in the costume department for 

The Greatest Show on Earth. 
Join Nora as she searches for her role in 

creating the magic of the circus.

This second book in a series of “HerStory” tales with 
female protagonists introduces a cultural 
icon in American history, the
Ringling Bros. and
Barnum & Bailey 
Circus. 

www.eifrigpublishing.com
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