
BY MELANIE TACOMA
Record-Eagle staff writer

D
r. Robert Jay Smith,
professor of biology,
can recall with perfect

clarity the day he first heard
about the National Cherry
Festival.

“I remember one day when I
was 7 or 8 years old, my dad
came home for lunch and said,
‘I have the most wonderful
idea. We’re going to have a
national cherry festival,’”
Smith said.  “I remember it
like a snapshot. He was so
excited about it, I thought I
should be excited too.”

Smith’s father was Jay P.
Smith, who was president of
the Traverse City Chamber of
Commerce in 1928 and worked
for the Traverse City Record-
Eagle from 1921 to 1961, with
the exception of five years
when he worked for the
Michigan Public Service
Commission. For many of
these years he was the paper’s
editor. According to Smith, his
father and Harold Titus, an
area author, came up with the

idea to replace the two-day
“Blessing of the Blossoms”
festival with a cherry festival. 

“He wanted to put forth
Traverse City as a resort desti-
nation,” Smith explained. “As
president of the Chamber of
Commerce and editor of the
paper he and Harold Titus
hatched the idea. My dad pre-
sented it to the Chamber of
Commerce and they accepted
it. It took off from there.”

Smith explained that his
father was committed to bring-
ing tourism and attention to a
place that he thoroughly
enjoyed himself.

“My dad loved this area,”
Smith said. “He said, ‘I don’t
have to travel the world, I just
have to go out to the country-
side here.’ That was long
before Traverse City was rec-
ognized as a resort area.

“I don’t know much about the
planning or the financing of
the Festival,” he added,
reflecting on his father’s con-
tributions to the Festival. “All
I do know is that, even after he
retired from the Record-

Eagle, it was my dad’s job to
pick the dates for the Cherry
Festival. For 20 years he did
that and not once in 20 years
did it rain.”

Though Smith hasn’t been to
the National Cherry Festival
for 10 years, he has many
memories of the first years of
the festival.

“There are three things I
remember most,” he said.
“The children’s parade; I was
a child at the time.  The
Mummer’s Parade, where they
had clowns and everyone went
wild, it was like Marti Gras.

And the biggest event of the
festival was the Grand Floral
Parade on Front Street.”

Smith recalled that the
Festival in those days was as
big an event as it is now, and
he remembers many of the
same activities: pie-eating,
fireworks and parades among
them.

“Mother was asked several
times to be the grand marshal
of the parade,” Smith remem-
bered. “And she said, ‘Who do
they think I am, Queen
Elizabeth?’ She would never
do it.”

In addition to the parades,
contests and displays, one
event stands out in Smith’s
memory: choosing the
National Cherry Queen. He
remembers Queen candidates
coming from all around
Northern Michigan. 

“We used to have the crown-
ing of the queen on the steps
of the courthouse,” he said.
“And she had a float and
everything. That was big, I
mean big. During the Floral
Parade, all the streets were
closed off. It was the biggest
event of the year.”
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CChheerrrryy  MMeemmoorriieess
11999999  wwaass  mmyy  ffiirrsstt  yyeeaarr  iinn  TTrraavveerrssee  CCiittyy  aanndd  mmyy  ffiirrsstt
CChheerrrryy  FFeessttiivvaall..  II  lliivveedd  iinn  tthhee  PPaarrkk  PPllaaccee  HHootteell  pprriioorr
ttoo  mmoovviinngg  mmyy  ffaammiillyy  uupp  ffrroomm  MMeemmpphhiiss,,  TTNN,,  aanndd  mmeett

CChhuucckk,,  SSuussaann,,  TToomm  aanndd  ootthheerr  ootthheerr  FFeessttiivvaall  ssttaaffff..  II
ttoolldd  SSuussaann  tthhaatt,,  wwhhiillee  II  wwaass  uunnffaammiilliiaarr  wwiitthh  tthhee  FFeessttii--
vvaall,,  II  hhaadd  wwoorrkkeedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  MMaayy  FFeessttiivvaall  iinn  MMeemmpphhiiss,,

aanndd  ssaaiidd  sshhee  ccoouulldd  ccaallll  mmee  iiff  tthheeyy  nneeeeddeedd  aannyytthhiinngg..  
AA  hhuuggee  tthhuunnddeerrssttoorrmm  rroolllleedd  iinn  oonn  tthhee  ffiirrsstt  oorr  sseeccoonndd

nniigghhtt  ooff  tthhee  FFeessttiivvaall,,  wwiitthh  bboollttss  ooff  lliigghhtteenniinngg  aanndd
sshheeeettss  ooff  rraaiinn..  WWJJRR  RRaaddiioo  wwaass  ttoo  ddoo  aa  lliivvee  rreemmoottee

bbrrooaaddccaasstt  ffrroomm  tthhee  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  tthhee  nneexxtt  mmoorrnniinngg  aatt
66::0000..  TThhee  pphhoonnee  iinn  mmyy  rroooomm  rraanngg  aatt  aabboouutt  22  aa..mm..  aanndd

SSuussaann  OOllssoonn  ffrroomm  tthhee  FFeessttiivvaall  ssaaiidd,,  ““RRoobbeerrtt,,  wwee’’vvee
bbeeeenn  wwaasshheedd  oouutt  aatt  tthhee  OOppeenn  SSppaaccee  ——  ddoo  yyoouu  hhaavvee  aa
mmeeeettiinngg  rroooomm  aavvaaiillaabbllee  ffoorr  tthhee  rraaddiioo  sshhooww??””  II  aaggrreeeedd

ttoo  cchheecckk  iitt  oouutt,,  bbuutt  tthheerree  wwaass  nnoo  rroooomm  aatt  tthhee  IInnnn..
WWhheenn  II  ccaalllleedd  SSuussaann  bbaacckk  wwiitthh  tthhee  bbaadd  nneewwss,,  sshhee  aasskkeedd
aabboouutt  tthhee  lloobbbbyy..  IInn  aaddddiittiioonn  ttoo  ddeeaalliinngg  wwiitthh  tthhee  ssmmaallll
33  aa..mm..  ssttaaffff,,  wwee  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  hhaavvee  ffoouurr  pphhoonnee  lliinneess,,  aa  TT11
aanndd  lloottss  ooff  eexxttrraa  eelleeccttrriiccaall..  FFoorr  tthhee  nneexxtt  ffeeww  hhoouurrss  SSuussaann,,
tthhee  mmoorrnniinngg  sshhooww  ccrreeww  ((bbaarreeffoooott  aanndd  ssooaakkiinngg  wweett  ffrroomm

ssaallvvaaggiinngg  eeqquuiippmmeenntt))  aanndd  II  iimmpprroovviisseedd,,  aaddaapptteedd  aanndd
oovveerrccaammee,,  aanndd  WWJJRR  wweenntt  oonn  tthhee  aaiirr  oonn  sscchheedduullee..  

Robert Gattin

general manager, Holiday Inn—West Bay 

Son of NCF founder remembers Festival’s first years


