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EASTERN STATES EXPOSITION TO REVEAL SHOWMEN’S PARK, 
A PERMANENT TRIBUTE TO THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE FAIR, SEPT. 18 

On Opening Day of The Big E, Eastern States Exposition (ESE) will unveil Showmen’s Park, a permanent 
walk of fame to be installed at the fairgrounds in West Springfield, Mass. ESE invites the public to help 
them honor the individuals, families, organizations and businesses whose visions and work have shaped 
The Big E and the broader outdoor amusement industry on Friday, Sept. 18, at 10:30am. 

Every great fair is built not by bricks or banners, but by people—the showmen whose work transforms 
empty lots into vibrant experiences shared by millions. Though essential to the American story, many of 
these individuals rarely receive public recognition for their contributions. The Exposition’s goal is to 
amend this with Showmen’s Park, which will be located south of ESE’s Coliseum, in the area that is home 
to North American Midway Entertainment’s (NAME) Kiddieland during The Big E. 

To be considered for this honor, one must have at least 25 years of active involvement in the carnival, 
fair, amusement or entertainment industry. They must be recognized for their integrity, professionalism 
and fair dealing, and demonstrate mentorship and leadership within the community. They should be 
respectful of the traditions of the showman’s craft and the values of ESE, and their contributions and 
indelible mark must be tangible and undeniable. 

The dreamers, doers and showmen being inducted into the Showmen’s Park class of 2026 are Johnny 
and Tina Doolan of Doolan Amusement Co.; Joie Chitwood, Jr. of Joie Chitwood Thrill Show; Bob 
Commerford of R.W. Commerford & Sons; Bob and Bea Negus of Conklin Shows; Fred Pittroff, creator 
and manufacturer of the Giant Slide; and North American Midway Entertainment (NAME). Many of these 
individuals will be present on Opening Day of The Big E to be honored with the unveiling of the 
permanent exhibit. 

Johnny Doolan and his wife and business partner, the late Ernestine “Tina” Doolan, built the family-run 
Doolan Amusement Company and the beloved Banquet in a Bun food brand after launching their 
operation in Connecticut and relocating to Florida in the late 1970s. They served fairs, festival and special 
events alongside their son, Michael. Their legacy is woven into The Big E, where the family has served 
concessions and operated rides within NAME’s Kiddieland for decades. Johnny is widely known as a 
proud mentor and trusted friend across the industry, and Tina, who passed away on January 12, 2024, is 
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remembered as a cherished industry presence. They exemplify family enterprise, craftsmanship and the 
quiet leadership that helps keep the Midway moving. 

Joie Chitwood, Jr. is a second-generation showman who has carried forward the legacy of his father’s 
legendary Joie Chitwood Thrill Show, a world-famous auto-stunt spectacular that captivated fair 
audiences for more than half a century. Under his leadership, the show continued to set new standards 
for precision driving, production value and audience excitement. The Joie Chitwood Thrill Show became 
one of The Big E’s most iconic attractions. Chitwood, Jr.’s dedication to innovation and safety helped 
define modern fair entertainment and ensured that the spirit of the American thrill show endured 
through generations of fairgoers and showmen alike. 

The industry lost Robert “Bob” William Commerford on July 27, 2026. As the founder of R.W. 
Commerford & Sons, he owned and operated a traveling petting zoo and amusement attraction business 
based in Goshen, Conn. Throughout the 1960s, he expanded his family bakery business into the exotic 
animal exhibition circuit, purchasing his first elephant and building a mobile menagerie that appeared at 
outdoor events. Under Commerford’s direction, the business blended entertainment, education and 
exhibition, bringing exotic animals and rides to fairs across the region. 

Bob Negus was a respected figure in the community, known for his leadership, entrepreneurial spirit and 
dedication to entertainment. His contributions were formally honored in the Outdoor Amusement 
Business Association (OABA) Hall of Fame in 2003, an accolade given to those whose impact extends 
beyond their own operation. Bea Negus, his partner in life and trade, was a consistent companion in the 
challenges and triumphs of show business. Together, they supported game operations, concessions and 
behind-the-scenes coordination that helped keep the wheels of the carnival turning.  

Fred Pittroff is the original creator and manufacturer of the Fair’s iconic Giant Slide. In the mid-1960s, 
Pittroff was inspired by a smaller slide he encountered in Santa Cruz, Cali. He reimagined the original on 
a grander scale, designing a landmark that is taller, safer and capable of multi-lanes. He and his wife, 
Beverly, used scaffolding from a family business to develop a durable, transportable structure that 
debuted in 1966 at the National Orange Show in California. Over the following decades, he built roughly 
40 Giant Slides, installing them at state fairs and expositions across the United States and abroad—one 
of which debuted at ESE in 1968, where it quickly became The Big E’s signature attraction and a 
cherished symbol for fairgoers. 

North American Midway Entertainment (NAME) was founded in 2004, and it one of the premier 
traveling midway companies in the American fair industry. They are known for an emphasis on safety, 
presentation and the preservation of classic, family-friendly amusement experiences. Since first 
appearing at The Big E in 2005, NAME has played a defining role in shaping the Midway experience at 
ESE, providing rides, infrastructure and operational excellence to millions of fairgoers. Through long-
standing partnerships with multi-generational show families and concessionaires, NAME exemplifies the 
professionalism and leadership that sustains the fair industry and keeps events thriving. 



 

In February of this year, Eastern States Exposition (ESE), producer of The Big E, hosted a press conference 
at the International Independent Showmen’s Association (IISA) Museum in Riverview, Fla., announcing 
Showmen’s Park.  

Attendees included Gene Cassidy, President and CEO of ESE; John Juliano, Jr., co-founder of Mellowship 
Entertainment; and Anne-Alise Pietruska, director of Marketing for ESE and co-founder of Mellowship 
Entertainment, inductees, their families and industry media and associates. Affiliate organizations 
include the National Independent Concessionaires Association (NICA), the OABA and the IISA.  

“Eastern States Exposition is one of nearly 1,400 annual fairs and fairgrounds in the United States which 
have a collective measured impact of more than $50 billion, according to the International Association of 
Fairs and Expositions,” Pietruska said during the press conference. “We outpace entire sectors of the 
entertainment and tourism industries. Our work fuels the economy, supports small businesses, sustains 
agriculture and creates jobs. Our individual impact is often far more significant than we give ourselves 
credit for.” 

Event organizers at ESE hope you will consider joining us as we celebrate the individuals who have spent 
decades ensuring that your experience at The Big E is worth returning to. They help put a smile on your 
face from the moment you pass through the gates of the fairground, so help us applaud their impact on 
Friday, Sept. 18, at 10:30am, south of The Coliseum, located in Kiddieland at the Fair. 
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About Eastern States Exposition 
Founded in 1916, Eastern States Exposition (ESE) is a not-for-profit organization based in West Springfield, 
Massachusetts, dedicated to advancing agriculture, education and community. The Eastern States Exposition 
complex hosts more than 120 annual events, consumer and trade shows, including its signature events, The 
Big E—the largest event on the East Coast and fourth largest fair in North America—Hooplandia, Fiber 
Festival of New England, Maple Harvest Day and Yuletide at Storrowton. Through its year-round events, 
educational programming and community initiatives, ESE generates more than $1.2 billion in regional 
economic impact, supports thousands of jobs and welcomes millions of visitors each year while honoring 
more than a century of tradition and innovation. 
 
About The Big E  
The Big E is the only multi-state fair in North America, celebrating the rich history, culture and traditions of 
the six New England states. As the principal event of Eastern States Exposition, The Big E presents the finest 
in agriculture, innovative, commercial, industrial and artistic developments, and the highest caliber of varied 
entertainment to the people of the United States for more than a century. The 17-day event has grown and 
become the largest event on the East Coast, recognized as the fourth largest fair in North America by its 
recent record annual attendance of 1.6 million fairgoers and counting. Head to TheBigE.com or follow us on 
social media to see what all the buzz is about. 
 

 



 

 
Above: The Doolan family, who will be recognized at the unveiling of Showmen’s Park on Opening Day of 

The Big E. 


