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On the very first Old Home Day, Wednesday, August 14, 1901, Gilbert A. Davis, as part of his speech, said, “We find today that all roads lead to Reading and have been built not to enable Reading people to get away from this town, but to enable its sons and daughters to get back to the old home.”

Yes, there were Old Home Day speeches on the first Old Home Day. In fact, according to the “programme” for the event, there were 13 in all as well as a note stating “speeches should not exceed ten minutes.” There was also music, with references to performances listed several times. 

Since it was a day to welcome back those people born in town but had moved away, it’s not surprising that more than half of the speakers, singers, and musicians noted in the program were from away. The native son who traveled the farthest to be part of the first Old Home Day was C.W. Markes of Chicago.

The event, being such a success, was repeated on August 14, 1902.

I could not find anything that explained why the first two Old Home Days took place on August 14—a Wednesday and a Thursday. Clearly, the work responsibilities of people in town were different from what we now face. Maybe people put off haying for a day to attend the festivities. According to Davis in History of Reading, Volume II and the Vermont Standard, which had an article about the second Old Home Day, both events were well attended.

Fast forward 50 years, and Old Home Day had transformed into something with which we are more familiar. The Reading Review, a typewritten newsletter published by the founder of the Reading Historical Society Sherman Howe, noted the preparations for a Fourth of July Parade. The article notes that there would be floats in the parade, with cash prizes offered for the three best floats. The parade was followed by a picnic lunch and a softball game (married men vs. boys). There was also a demonstration on horse pulling, run by Wayne Allen (Bob Allen’s uncle), at Lexington Farm, now the Hall Art Foundation.

The responsibility for running Old Home Day passed to the Reading Historical Society, probably in the 1960s, and then to the volunteer fire department in 1976, which still runs it today. The Ox Pull was added in 1992, the Ducky Derby in 2007.

Incidentally, when I read about all the pomp surrounding the first home day, I envisioned a town with a much bigger population than we have today. I was wrong. There were maybe a couple dozen fewer people living in Reading in 1901 than there are today. Regardless, it is a great summer tradition in town. 

This Old Home Day, in particular, is a big day for the Reading Historical Society. On that day, after years of planning, preparation, and hard work, we will be opening our museum in the Reading Christian Union Church building. After the chicken barbecue or the ox pull or before the Ducky Derby or your turn at Speaking of Reading…, come by and see the future of our history.
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