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Popcorn Wagons a Tradition
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By Bob Dewel

It is hard for old timers to explain that popcorn once cost only 5 cents a sack—
maybe a littie more if you wanted butter. Salt was free, and we all used too much. The
snack was everywhere, but the most popular source was the downtown popcorn stand or
wagon!

The attached photo will bring many a memory to Baraboo folks. It is the once
familiar popcorn stand, operated last by Lester Kent. As can be seen in the photo, it was a
pretty elegant setup, a self-contained cooker with room for two in its small but efficient
interior.

The photo is among those donated to the Sauk County Historical Society recently by
Lou Rich, widow of photographer Ron Rich. Ron’s picture is not only very clear, but it
depicts the wagon in is usual place on the Courthouse Square. it is believed that the wagon
did business in that spot until the early 1960’s, perhaps 1964.

It was a drive-up wagon, handy for families taking an evening drive. In those days
before air conditioning, the evening ride could supply a cooling breeze to help the kids cool
down before returning to the oven-like house. Heat was oppressive in those days too, with
no cooling air conditioners except at the Al. Ringling Theatre.

It is known that H.R. Platt operated a stand at this location in 1936 and 1937
according to historian Bill Schuette, followed by the B & Z Popcorn Wagon in the 1940’s.
Lester Kent began his 13 year ownership in 1951. Often the wagon was moved to the
County Fair, with an added product—taffy. Does any reader know what happened to it?

Ward believes there were popcorn stands at this location as early as in the 1890's.
A sack was often only 5 cents, perhaps a little more with butter, but the salt was free. It
was not a Baraboo phenomenon, as small towns all over the country had them and
manufacturing the stands was a going and competitive business. Indeed, Beaver Dam
recently obtained a restored wagon, but we suspect the price today is more like $1.00 or
more per sack.

The early popcorn dispensers came in many forms, and appear to have Mr. Charles
Cretors of Decatur, lllinois, as their creator and supplier. He introduced popcorn as we
know it today in the Chicago Columbian Exposition of 1893. The first invention was steam
powered, and was multi-purpose, roasting peanuts, chestnuts, and coffee, as well as
popcorn.






