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Stuart W. Robimson, January 13, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Bobbe Herndon, Interviewer.

Q: I understand there was a big fire at the fairgounds years ago and
that this was the Dome Building? 1Is that correct?

A: That is correct. My recollection would be that it was probably in
1916. ([1917 Ed.] I am placing it at that because the United States was
preparing very rapidly to take part in World War I, and was assembling
militia in the state in a central location of some size to house the
personnel and various types of military that were being assembled. The
Dome Building at the state fairgrounds was the logical place for them to
be housed. The building covered, I'm just guessing now what the ground
space would have been, at least 300 to 350 feet square. It's where the
present Emerson Building now is located on that part of the fairgrounds
which was right in the central portion of the area. I am sure that this
was a building that was of the same type that was used in these intermational
and national expositions. I don't know whether the Dome Building was
built as a replica of the buildings used in the St. Louis or Columbia
Expositions, Nevertheless this was a large building.

The perimeter of the building was a brick, and was built more or less on

a square basis, two and three stories tall. These stories of the building
housed offices and display areas. The central portion which was probably
150 or 175 feet in diameter and probably rose from the center of the

floor up to at least 100 to 150 feet high. This was constructed of steel
arches, over the steel arches were wooden sheathing and over the top of
this wooden sheathing was a metal coating, a metal cover that had to be
maintained,

The reason why I remember the operation and the condition of the place
and the fire that took place was that the men working for Henson Robinson
Company were in the process of replacing tin that had deteriorated. They
were in the process of putting new sheets of tin on the building and I,
as a young boy, was helping them because my parents owned the firm which
was doing the work. The method by which the workmen were doing this was
the old time method of putting on, what we refer to In the trade, as lock
seam tin roofing. A young man such as I was required to paint these
sheets and turn the edges and get things ready for the mechanics to put
them together. We were to start the fire pots full of coal, to see that
the tinner's soldering irons were kept clean, and also to run any errands
that had to be done. It was quite a lark to be out on top of this huge
thing particularly on a summer day when the kids were out of school. We
had a lot of fun,
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Well, while this construction was going on, and it was going to take most
of the summer, the military had taken over the state fairgrounds too to
find housing for the military. The soldiers, many were from the Sprimgfield
area and a great many were from surrounding communities, were brought in
here to an assembly point. They were getting ready to send them to the
staging points to go overseas. For some unknown reason a fire took place
one afternoon. This had to be after the workmen from Henson Robinson
Company had left the job site and got off the grounds. The fire was of
such magnitude that it burned for probably 10 to 12 hours and the sight
wag witnessed by people as far as 15 miles away. You can visualize what
the huge wooden covered dome would do once it caught fire on the inside.
The chimey effect was such that huge flames would go shooting up and it
was very spectacular. I don't remember that there was any fatalities
from this fire but this terrific monument to the community--the state~-—was
just a mass of rubble, The soldiers of course were evacuated immediately
however their possessions were burned and a lot of material was burned
up. But it was very critical for our people, that is Henson Robinson
Company, because we were the people on the top with the fire pots burning
charcoal. It was a question whether we had been negligent and started
the fire. Deeply concerned with the whole thing, as soon as it was
possible, possibly the second day, we were out in a large group going
over the ruins trying to find out where we had been located, where our
things had been stashed and put away for the night. One of the unwritten
rules of the trade was that every fire pot at the end of the day was not
only closed up but all the soldering irons were taken out and we always
kept a bucket of sand. The soldering irons were placed down in the sand
to be sure that there was no carbon left on them so we would not have to
clean them up the next day in order to start work., We found that the
material we had left was actually located in the northeast segment of the
Dome Building., The people living on the south side of the state fairgrounds
were the ones who reported the fire and could see that it had started at
the very southeast corner of the building. It absolved us from any
blame. I am certain it was an incendiary act. I think, perhaps some of
the soldiers feeling that they were being put upon because this was
approaching a weekend and their wives and sweethearts were wanting to
entertain them, wanted to get out for a lark, Thinking they could cause
a diversion, they started the fire, and it was a big diversion. It was
the biggest fire perhaps up until that time in the city of Springfield,
It certainly was one of the most costly fires.

You know our firm has been in Springfield for now 110 years. Henson
Robinson was my grandfather's name, He was named Henson Robinson, He
came into Springfield as a young man from Ohio. He was not a mechanic.
He was just a good strapping hard working young fellow and went into
business with a man by the name of Baumann who had a place of business on
Fifth Street north of the public square officially known as 112 North
Fifth Street. This incidentally was the former United States post office
which Mr. Baumann bought at the sale of the property and established
Henson Robinson Company in 1861.

Q: Would you spell Baumann for me?
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A: B-A-U-M-A-N-N. He was not a mechanic either. He was a man with the
idea of promoting a new business and Henson Robinson was a young man
wanting to work and so they went in partnership., Baumann furnished the
funds and Henson Robinson started to operate the business. In that
particular era the Baumanns were tinners. They worked with metal. He
also had heating stoves, also had cook stoves, had pots and pans and
things of this kind to augment the income of the business. But primarily
their men were out working in the neighborhoods and on buildings on
exterior work that was necessary to be done. Later on as business progressed
they worked on many public buildings, many court houses and city buildings
as well as commercial buildings developing ornamental cornices across the
tops, sky lights, the ventilators and things of this kind. They worked
on a number of school buildings. His successor was his son, my father,
Charles H. Robinson, who was likewise not a mechanic, My father felt the
business should really be classed as a hardware store. It really wasn't
a hardware store. His business was basically in the contract end of it.
One of the reasons my father stepped in when he did at a fairly early
age, in the early twenties, was his father had a heart attack and died in
the Leland Hotel, Worried by virtue of the fact that they had taken a
contract in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas on the federal penitentiary and the
contractor he was working for embezzled some of the funds from the job
and it was a very, very bad financial disaster for Henson Robinson,
particularly after he had been in business some 30 years.

Q: What was your involvement now with Henson Robinson Company?

A: Following in my father's footsteps I found out that from his training
that one of the things you have to do is be ready to serve the people.

One of his adages that he mentioned to me many times was that the telephone
was a convenience, also it was a nuisance. The front door being open
sometimes was a nuisance also., But anybody that called on the telephone

or anybody that came in the front door had a problem—-had a job--had
something that they wanted to have taken care of at that particular

moment and it was of very primary importance to them. It might seemingly
in your eye be a nuisance but nevertheless it was a very necessary benefit
.to them, so always treat them with that in mind., Their problems are

yours, try to solve them as best you can. So basically our business has
been established and carried on over these hundred years plus on service

to the community as best we possibly can treating everybody the same no
matter whether it was a small purchase or a large purchase. It sounds

like an advertisement for the firm. (laughter) However, one of the

things I'd like to mention Bobbe in conjunction with back in the era of

my grandfather, this pops into my mind, there was a family out east of
town, practically within the city limits now, whose name was Graham. Mr,
Graham was a contemporary of mine and his grandmother told me one afternoon
that when she was first married and lived out there where the home is,

that our firm used to send men, sometimes two, sometimes three, but

mostly just two men out there, at canning season., Now this doesn't make
sense to you, but back in that era during the wintertime all the scraps

of tin that were supposedly off of a job were always piled away very
carefully in a box, in many boxes as a matter of fact. Mechanics, when
work became slack and we had no real work for them, would take these

scraps of tin and actually manufacture tin cans. Now this sounds ridiculous,
but this is exactly what they did. This is a flat piece of tin and they
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have to roll it into the tube. They have to literally make the bottom.
Have to solder the bottom in place. They have to manufacture the top and
remember these were not stampings, these were turned by hand. During the
canning season at their time, usually on the weekends, they would take
two dozen, five dozen, ten dozen cans, whatever they manufactured, and
they would go to Mrs. Graham's residence and they would sell her the cans
for a nickel apiece. She in turn would put up all her canned goods, her
vegetables for the winter. Then he would sit out in the backyard under a
tree and literally solder the tops on the cans to seal them up in order
to preserve the vegetables for the family for the rest of the wintertime.
For this he not only got his nickel apiece for his cans, but many times
there was surplus vegetables and commodities that he in turn could obtain
from her as a gift and he would take them home as part of his remuneration.
Barter, yes, it was back in the era when labor was very, very cheap. 1
can remember Mrs. Graham telling me how, as a matter of fact at the time
she was telling me I was on their back porch of theilr house, and she
pointed out to this tree and I could see these men sit out there with
their little fire pots and their soldering irons and their tin cans and
do this. So over the period of time these early fundamental things went
on for no longer of course than the machinery that is available now does
a great many things to reduce the cost of manufacturing things for us,
but at the same time our men are required to do almost as a tailor does.
He takes a flat piece of cloth and ends up with a dress or a suit. This
means that he has to make patterns and he had to make patterns to a
certain size, He has to have the dimensions to do it and our men are in
a position to do exactly the same thing. Some of the fittings that go
out of our shop today no machine can make, they have to be made by hand.
There just isn't a machine made that can do it. There are machines
available today that can turn out what we call straight pipe but to make
the fittings it all had to be done by hand.

Q: Do you have any idea when the Dome Building was built? Was it always
there throughout your childhood?

A: Yes, I am sure it was always there as I think back. It was probably
an outgrowth of the state doing this because of possibly one of those
expositions in the 1890s. The state decided they had to have something
similar for the state fair. It was a major exhibition hall actually.

The so called Exposition Building was there. The machinery shed was
there at the fairgrounds, that's along the east side of the fairgrounds.
The Fine Arts Building was there, but this Dome Building housed most of
the offices, It also had displays in there for all the horticulture—-all
of the grain. Years ago the farmer was very proud--this was an agricultural
fair basically and he was very proud of his corn, the size of the ear and
the shape of the kernels and this kind of thing. It was not only wheat
and oats that he was raising. There was no livestock in this building of
course., And don't forget all the wives of the people who lived on the
farm had their cooking exhibits-—all their canning, preserves, Art was
Jjust as important then as it is today in comparison. There was a great
deal of art displayed in some of the areas there. It was really kind of
a focal point of the whole business of the fair.

Q: It was the main building then?
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A: It was the main building, that's what it was,
Q: How 0ld were you when this burned?

A: Probably fourteen or fifteen years old.

Q: Did you go out to see the fire?

A: I was there not only the day of the fire working with the men out
there but no more than I had gotten home when we heard about the fire.

We lived on the corner of Eighth and Edwards at that particular time, and
all you had to do was look north and you could see the fire. There is no
question about that and I think, perhaps with a great deal of reluctance,
my mother allowed me to go back out there on my bicycle. I can just see
myself standing on the outside of the fence because they made the soldiers
line the fence to keep the public out because the public wanted to go
ingide.

Q: Did your brothers and sisters go out there with you?

A: I am certain the whole family went out, including my father. My
father was more concerned than anybody of course about the situation.

The whole town was out, As a matter of fact people drove in for miles
around, just because of the terrific flame and light that was bound to be
exhibited in the heavens on account of this fire.

Q: They were fighting the fire?

A: Yes, but futile of course. The amount of water from standpipes out

there were very, very few. If you visualize what this thing [Dome Building]
was with its interior all made of wood over steel trusses, the balconies,

its stairways, and floors were all wood, and the fact the top of it had a
ventilator on it that made a most beautiful flue effect, any fire that

started went like mad of course. You could see sparks flying 50 to 75

feet about the building without any problem at all. It was a very fascinating
sight to see,

Q: How long did it take them to put the fire out?

A: I think the only thing they could do was just try and protect some of
the buildings surrounding it. I am just guessing that the thing burned
all that night and possibly far into the next day. All the steel that
was on the inside of the building was laying down there as you can imagine,
all twisted and out of shape, just a horrible looking sight for people to
see, They didn't get the thing cleaned up for the fair. They went on
and had the fair, No, they didn't, I don't think that they did have the
fair that year. I think that the military still occupied the fairgrounds
during the fair that particular summer, but believe you me there was a
lot of people visiting the soldiers out there. They wanted to get in and
walk around and look at it and exclaim about the horrible thing that had
taken place, Very monumental in our community at that particular time,

Q: Were the soldiers living inside of this building?
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A: Oh yes. You see, as I told you these rooms around the perimeter on
the first and second floors, and of course all the area down on the
floor, beautiful floors well kept. They put their cots in there and
weather was of no consequence to them. They could put a great many men
in there. How many? I'm just guessing they had 1,000 men inside the
building.

Q: I'm not too bright on sizes. Would this be the size of the Armory
for instance?

A: It's probably larger than the Armory. Of course as a young man of
that age you are rather influenced by size but after the thing had been
cleaned up and for a good many years thereafter you could see the results
of the size of the base of this thing from the concrete floor which was
the base of the building to begin with. It seems to me that it went from
the main north and south street almost over to the machinery hall, which
is at least 350 feet away, and it probably went north and south the same
dimensions because it was actually square on the base and this dome was
on the inside going up from—-probably if the base was 350 feet square--the
base of the dome was probably 150 or 180 feet in diameter and then going
on up from there. There was a balcony at the second floor level. I
don't think there was any balcony like the dome in the Capitol Building,
just one balcony. Iron railing around it, Typical of what this design
would be.

Q: Do you have any idea how much the building was worth in that period?
Did that ever come out at all?

A: I am certain it did. I am certain the press can bring you up to date
on that., I think there was a great deal of controversy as to whether or
not they would rebuild it, start in rebuilding it. My recollection is
that it took them a good long time to clean up the mess that was there.

I say a good long time--I think it was a little over a year to clean it
up. Then there was a series of years in which they just used tents on
top of the cement base that was there, As to how much it would cost I
wouldn't even venture a guess.

Q: Are there any vestiges left?

A: I am just guessing, but I think that east of the Emerson Building,
behind and east of the Emerson Building there is a building, who uses it
now I don't know, but it used to be the Horticulture Building.

Q: Is that the one red one?

A: No, no, the Emerson Building is built around kind of a quadrangle and
the east side of that--remember there was an Abraham Lincoln replica of a
log cabin there to the east,

Q: Recently?

A: Well, yes, I think they were going to tear it down and finally decided

to rehabilitate the thing, I think part of that probably was at the edge
of some of this concrete platform. It's still out there.
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Q: So this was across from Happy Hollow?

A: No, this is across from what is now the--south of what is now the
fire engines. The fire engine house is on the northeast corner of the
main intersection at the fairgrounds. This would have occupied the space
directly across south of the fire engine house and directly east of the
Exposition Building. There is a child's playground to the south of where
this building was at the present time. I think the state is going to
rebuild the machinery hall before long near Peoria Road. You felt like
you were rattling around--you could almost go in there and play baseball
inside, it was so big. It was a big, big building. It was utilized for
a great many functions by the city of Springfield, as you can well imagine,
prior to this catastrophe.

Q: Was the building used throughout the year by the city of Springfield?

A: Yes, they had to have a big occasion to use it of course in order to
open the doors.

End of Side One, Tape Ome

A: For example, here's Carl Hurter with eleven hours on Saturday, eight
on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, nine on Friday, and his weekly
wage was $26 in 1914, The helpers, when he got down to Charlie Shorts
and John's uncles, and these are fellows that I knew, and Grubb, Bob Key,
no, R. H, Key., That's his dad. R. H. Key made the magnificent sum of
$13.50 a week, Loren Grubb made $14 a week. John Richman, who was the
colored man at our house and also worked at H. R. Company when necessary
and took care of the wagons and took care of milking the cow and so
forth, he made $11 a week. The highest paid was Carter and Rollins who
was the key man in the shop, was the powder man, he made $22 a week. And
these fellows that were making $11, $12, $9, $17, and so forth, they
worked ten hours a day, six days a week.

Q: Now this 1s skilled craftsmen?

A: Not the ones that were making $12 but the skilled were making the $22
to $26 a week. No unions of course.

But back, what made me think of the fairgrounds because in this particular
era we had, where the present Emerson Building is at the fairgrounds, now
you go in to the fairgrounds past Happy Hollow which is to your left and
then you go on back toward the fire engine house. Across the street was
one-~it went to the old machinery shed which is on Peoria Road. That
whole area south of the fire engine house and across from the Exhibition
Building was one large building called the Dome Building. You can still
see some concrete flooring out there between some of these buildings that
I'm sure they've not completely removed. But this building was a very,
very large dome building is what it was. Basically one story in the
middle and it had this huge steel structure, wooden sheeting on the
thing, and metal cover. And the areas down around the base of this dome
were two- and three-story structures. They had offices and toilet rooms
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and displayed things. And this was where actually the main exhibitioms
took place.

Well, the reason I remember it is this particular summer our firm had the
job of doing the repair and replacement of the bad metal that was on the
Dome Building. Now this was tin, sheets of tin. They were 20 by 28
inches wide that you had to turn edges on to keep together and pound
down. You had to paint them underneath first before you put them down.
You had to do that a day ahead of time so that they would be dry. Keep
away from the edges. And then when the men put them down then somebody
had to stand there and kneel down or sit on it, hotter than hell, and
pound these seams down like you put a hem on a plece of cloth. And then
they had to take a soldering iron and solder all around it. Well, this
was a magnificent job from the standpoint of working outside in the
summertime. Kids could get, go out there seven o'clock in the morning
and work for these mechanics all day long and you couldn't fall off the
thing. It was just like being down on the ground because it was so huge
up there.

Well, at that particular time the United States keyed up to go into World
War I and because of the rapid mobilization they had to bring a couple of
reserve troops of the militia from some place in an encampment. And this
is where they put them because Camp Lincoln wasn't big enough to take
care of the assembly of troops from all over the communities around here,
At this particular juncture that the remodeling of the building was going
on, at the same time it made a beautiful spot to house these fellows,
They could throw tents on the inside, they could drill on the inside
regardless of the weather and so on, It was inside of a fence around the
fairgrounds, And the reason it caught on fire and the reason it's so
important to us is because at the very outset the fire could have been
stopped in relatively short period of time. But the men were mad because
they all had dates and getting ready to go out and didn't want to stay in
the damn barracks anywhere. So they fought to let the fire catch. And
of course this dome was just a beautiful chimney effect. And it was a
fire that burned for a day and a half. And it was really a spectacular
situation. There was a lot of excitement. All of the people in the eity
of Springfield gathered by carriages and horseback and streetcars and
bicycles and everything under the sun. And the blame right at the outset
was the fact that the fire pots the tinners were using was the thing that
set the thing on fire. Well, later they found out that several of the
soldiers because they couldn't get out to see their dates and their dates
were sitting in carriages or someplace on the outside, set fire to the
damn thing to get confusion into the place so they could, you know, make
in untenable for a while and they could duck out., And then in the excitement
not be held there to--~it was something like this , . . It was 1915 or
1916. My guess would be about 1916 because the United States wasn't in
World War I very long before it was over with.

i But the point that I was bringing out that this was one of the monuments
¥ in the community, this Dome Building. When I say it was a mint from the
viewpoint of the kids and the viewpoint of the adults in this community
to have a building as big as this was, the ground area as I tried to
point out to you was running along the fully 350 feet square at the base
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which is a block square. And as I say the structure around the base was
brick, all wood on the inside of course, the railing around on the inside,
wooden stairways and so forth., And the brick structure had as I said
offices and only used during the fair I might add, The fact that the
fire burned for so long and had such a wonderful start due to the fact of
the failure on the part of anybody to get in there and try to put it out
immediately, it spread with this dry tinder on the inside that really was
a conflagration of some consequence, People said that you could see it
from fifteen miles away. And I wouldn't be a bit surprised that such a
thing could take place. But the building itself I think was copied after
perhaps one of the expositions of maybe St. Louis or one of the other

; World's Fair that had occurred. And therefore the state of Illinois had
! to have one at the state fairgrounds.

The soldiers, many of them, were young men. OQf course sons and husbands
of people in the city of Springfield who had been taken into active
service, preparatory to going on the expeditionary force over to Europe.
And of course they had been in the militia simply because it was a sporting
thing to do. They had a calvary detachment, an artillery detachment and
the foot soldier, the infantry detachment. And I suppose all the rest of
types. So these were young fellows that were full of beans and really
excited because they were going off to war. And all their girls and
wives and sweethearts that were worried and upset by the fact that this
was taking place were not allowed in there all the time. And there was
just this main gate which was at Eleventh Street that they could come in.

When this thing did take place it was late in the afternoon. Probably
5:00, 5:15 in the evening that the thing started. Well by nine o'clock
it was dark and by nine o'clock also here was this terrific bonfire going
on out there that attracted everybody's attention in the community. I
don't think that there was really anybody actually killed by virtue of
this. But the investigation, the cause of the blame, what happened—
this created a tremendous amount of impression upon our family because we
were the ones accused of having negligently left the fire pots open,
burning so that the thing, sparks could get in and catch fire to this
thing and touch off this very valuable structure that belonged to the
community. And as soon as the thing cooled down a little why all of us
that could walk, got out there to go and find out--they had pinpointed
where the fire had started. The reason they did that was because some of
the people that lived across the street on the south of the fairgrounds
had seen lights in the structure that were not artifical lights, They
were obviously from a plane. And they're the ones that really reported
the fire, Of course they're the ones that said that they knew that this
is where the thing started. Well, our operation had ended up that
particular afternoon almost diametrically opposite from where this fire
was supposed to have started but it meant that we had to try and paw
through all the ash and tender and everything else to try and find where
our things, and we were on top of the building, We were not inside the
building. Of course our stuff all fell to the bottom at the same time
everything else had fallen in. All the steel structure. It was the
worse looking operation you ever saw in your life, These things were
trusses that were shaped to form this high dome. I'm just guessing that
the top of this dome from the floor probably was 150, 160 feet high.

That meant there was a lot of steel in the thing. And also around the
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