
Preface 

This  manuscript is t h e  product of a tape  recorded in te rv iew conducted by 
Bobbe Herndon f o r  t h e  Oral His tory  Of f i ce  oa January 13, 1972. Linda 
Jett t r ansc r ibed  t h e  t ape  and Susan Jones e d i t e d  t h e  t r a n s c r i p t .  

Mr. S t u a r t  W. Robinson, p re s iden t  of t h e  Henson Robinson Company, d i scusses  
t h e  forming of t h e  Henson Robinson Company and t h e  f i r e  a t  t h e  I l l i n o i s  
S t a t e  Fairgrounds t h a t  destroyed t h e  Dome Building in  1917. 

Readers of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  memoir should bear in mind t h a t  i t  is a 
t r a n s c r i p t  of t h e  spoken word, and t h a t  t h e  in t e rv i ewer ,  n a r r a t o r  and 
e d i t o r  sought t o  preserve  the  informal ,  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  t h a t  i s  
inhe ren t  in such h i s t o r i c a l  sources.  Sangamon S t a t e  Univers i ty  is n o t  
r e spons ib l e  f o r  t h e  f a c t u a l  accuracy of t h e  memoir, no r  f o r  views expressed 
the re in ;  t hese  a r e  f o r  t h e  reader  t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read,  quoted and c i t e d  f r e e l y .  It may n o t  be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  p a r t  by any means, e l e c t r o n i c  o r  mechanical,  
without  permission in  wr i t i ng  from the Oral  His tory  Office, Sangamon 
S t a t e  Un ive r s i t y ,  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  I l l i n o i s ,  62708, 



Stuar t  W. Robinson, January 13, 1972, Spr ingf ie ld ,  I l l i n o i s ,  

Bobbe Herndon, Interviewer. 

Q: I understand there  was a b ig  f i r e  a t  the  fairgounds years  ago and 
t h a t  t h i s  was t h e  Dome Building? Is t h a t  co r rec t?  

A: That is  correc t .  My reco l l ec t ion  would be t h a t  i t  was probably in 
1916. [I917 Ed.] I am placing i t  a t  t h a t  because t h e  United S t a t e s  was 
p r e p a r h g  very rapid ly  t o  take  p a r t  i n  World War I ,  and was assembling 
mi l i t i a  i n  the  s t a t e  i n  a c e n t r a l  loca t ion  of some s i z e  t o  house the  
personnel and various types of m i l i t a r y  t h a t  were being assembled. The 
Dome Building a t  the  s t a t e  fairgrouuds was the  l o g i c a l  place f o r  them t o  
be housed. The building covered, I ' m  j u s t  guessing now what the  ground 
space would have been, a t  l e a s t  300 t o  350 f e e t  square. It's where the  
present  Emerson Building now is located on t h a t  p a r t  of the  fairgrounds 
which was r i g h t  i n  the  c e n t r a l  port ion of the  area.  I am su re  t h a t  t h i s  
was a building t h a t  was of t h e  same type t h a t  was used i n  these  in te rna t iona l  
and n a t i o n a l  exposi t ions.  I don' t  h o w  whether the  Dome Building was 
b u i l t  a s  a r e p l i c a  of the  buildings used i n  t h e  St.  Louis o r  Columbia 
Expositions. Nevertheless t h i s  was a l a rge  building. 

The perimeter of the  bui ld ing was a brick, and was b u i l t  more o r  less on 
a square bas i s ,  two and t h r e e  s t o r i e s  t a l l .  These s t o r i e s  of the  building 
housed o f f i c e s  and d isplay  areas .  The c e n t r a l  port ion which was probably 
150 o r  175 f e e t  in diameter and probably rose  from the  center  of the  
f l o o r  up t o  a t  l e a s t  100 t o  150 f e e t  high. This was constructed of s t e e l  
arches,  over the  s t e e l  a rches  were wooden sheathing and over the  top of 
t h i s  wooden sheathing was a metal coat ing ,  a metal cover t h a t  had t o  be 
maintained. 

The reason why I remember the  operation and the  condition of the  place 
and t he  f i r e  t h a t  took place was t h a t  the  men working f o r  Henson Robinson 
Company were i n  the  process of replacing t i n  t h a t  had deter iora ted .  They 
were i n  the process of put t ing  new shee t s  of tin on the  building and I, 
a s  a young boy, was helping them because my parents  owned the  f i rm which 
was doing the  work. The method by which the  workmen were doing t h i s  was 
the  old time method of pu t t ing  on, what we r e f e r  t o  i n  the  t r ade ,  a s  lock 
seam t i n  roofing. A young man such a s  I was required t o  pa in t  these  
shee t s  and turn  the  edges and get  things ready f o r  the  mechanics t o  put 
them together. W e  were t o  s t a r t  the  f i r e  pots  f u l l  of coal ,  t o  see  t h a t  
the  tinner's solder ing  i r o n s  were kept clean,  and a l s o  t o  run any errands 
t h a t  had t o  be done. It was qu i t e  a l a r k  t o  be out  on top of t h i s  huge 
th ing p a r t i c u l a r l y  on a summer day when the  k ids  were out  of school. We 
had a l o t  of fun. 
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Well, while t h i s  construct ion was going on, and i t  was going t o  take  most 
of t h e  summer, the  m i l i t a r y  had taken over t h e  s t a t e  fairgrounds too t o  
f ind  housing f o r  the  mi l i t a ry .  The s o l d i e r s ,  many were from the  Spr ingf ie ld  
a r e a  and a g rea t  many were from surrounding communities, were brought i n  
here  t o  an assembly point.  They were g e t t i n g  ready t o  send them t o  the  
s taging points  t o  go overseas. For some unknown reason a f i r e  took place 
one afternoon. This had t o  be a f t e r  the  workmen from Henson Robinson 
Company had l e f t  the  job s i te  and got off  the  grounds. The f i r e  was of 
such magnitude t h a t  i t  burned f o r  probably 10 t o  12 hours and the  s i g h t  
was witnessed by people a s  f a r  a s  15 miles away. You can v i sua l i ze  what 
the  huge wooden covered dome would do once i t  caught f i r e  on the  ins ide .  
The chimey e f f e c t  was such t h a t  huge flames would go shooting up and i t  
was very spectacular .  I don ' t  remember t h a t  the re  was any f a t a l i t i e s  
from t h i s  f i r e  but t h i s  t e r r i f i c  monument t o  the  community--the state-was 
j u s t  a mass of rubble, The s o l d i e r s  of course were evacuated immediately 
however t h e i r  possessions were burned and a l o t  of mater ia l  was burned 
up. But it was very c r i t i c a l  f o r  our people, t h a t  is Henson Robinson 
Company, because we were the  people on the top with the  f i r e  pots  burning 
charcoal. It was a question whether we had been negligent  and s t a r t e d  
the  f i r e .  Deeply concerned with t h e  whole th ing,  as soon a s  i t  was 
poss ib le ,  possibly the  second day, we w e r e  out  in a l a rge  group going 
over the  ru ins  t r y i n g  t o  f i n d  out  where we had been located ,  where our 
th ings  had been stashed and put away f o r  the  night. One of the  unwritten 
r u l e s  of the  t r ade  was t h a t  every f i r e  pot a t  the  end of the  day was not  
only closed up but  a11 the  solder ing  i rons  were taken out  and we always 
kept a bucket of sand. The solder ing  i rons  were placed down in  the  sand 
t o  be su re  t h a t  the re  was no carbon l e f t  on them so w e  would no t  have t o  
clean them up the  next  day i n  order  t o  s t a r t  work, We found t h a t  the  
ma te r i a l  we had l e f t  w a s  a c t u a l l y  located in  the  nor theas t  segment of the  
Dome Building. The people l i v i n g  on the  south s i d e  of the  s t a t e  fairgrounds 
were the  ones who reported the  f i r e  and could see t h a t  i t  had s t a r t e d  a t  
the  very southeast  corner of the  building. It absolved us from any 
blame, I a m  c e r t a i n  i t  was an incendiary ac t .  I th ink ,  perhaps some of 
the  s o l d i e r s  f e e l i n g  t h a t  they were being put upon because t h i s  was 
approaching a weekend and t h e i r  wives and sweethearts were wanting t o  
e n t e r t a i n  them, wanted t o  ge t  out  f o r  a la rk .  Thinking they could cause 
a divers ion ,  they s t a r t e d  the  f i r e ,  and i t  was a b ig  diversion.  It was 
the  biggest  f i r e  perhaps up u n t i l  t h a t  t i m e  in  the  c i t y  of Springfield.  
It c e r t a i a l y  was one of the  most cos t ly  f i r e s .  

You h o w  our firm has been i n  Spr ingf ie ld  f o r  now 110 years. Henson 
Robinson was my grandfa ther ' s  name. He was named Henson Robinson. He 
came i n t o  Spr ingf ie ld  as a young man from Ohio. He was not  a mechanic. 
H e  was j u s t  a good s t rapping hard working young fel low and went i n t o  
business with a man by the  name of Baumann who had a place of business on 
F i f t h  S t r e e t  nor th  of the  public  square o f f i c i a l l y  known a s  112 North 
F i f t h  S t ree t .  This inc iden ta l ly  was t he  former United S t a t e s  post  o f f i c e  
which M r .  Baumann bought a t  the  s a l e  of the  property and es tabl i shed 
Henson Robinson Company i n  1861. 

Q: Would you s p e l l  Baumann f o r  me? 
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A: B-A-U-M-A-N-N. He was no t  a mechanic e i t h e r .  He was a man with the  
idea  of promoting a new business and Henson Robinson was a young man 
wanting t o  work and so they went ia partnership.  Baumann furnished the  
funds and Henson Robinson s t a r t e d  t o  opera te  the  business. In t h a t  
p a r t i c u l a r  e r a  the  Baumanns were t i ane r s .  They worked with metal. He 
a l s o  had heat ing s toves ,  a l s o  had cook s toves ,  had pots  and pans and 
th ings  of t h i s  kind t o  augment the  income of the  business. But primari ly 
t h e i r  men were out  working in  the  neighborhoods and on buildings on 
e x t e r i o r  work t h a t  was necessary t o  be done. Later  on a s  business progressed 
they worked on many public  bui ld ings ,  many court  housea and c i t y  buildings 
a s  w e l l  a s  commercial buildings developing ornamental cornices across  the  
tops ,  sky l i g h t s ,  t he  v e n f i l a t o r s  and th ings  of t h i s  kind. They worked 
on a number of school buildings. H i s  successor was h i s  son, my f a t h e r ,  
Charles 8. Robinson, who was l ikewise not  a mechanic, My f a t h e r  f e l t  t he  
business should r e a l l y  be classed a s  a hardware s to re .  It r e a l l y  wasn't 
a hardware s t o r e ,  H i s  business was bas ica l ly  i n  the  cont rac t  end of it. 
One of the  reasons my f a t h e r  stepped in  whw he did a t  a f a i r l y  e a r l y  
age, i n  the  e a r l y  twenties,  was h i s  f a t h e r  had a hea r t  a t t a c k  and died i n  
the  Leland Hotel. Worried by v i r t u e  of the  f a c t  t h a t  they had taken a 
cont rac t  i n  For t  Leavenworth, Kansas on the  f e d e r a l  pen i t en t i a ry  and the  
cont rac tor  he was working f o r  embezzled some of the  funds from the  job 
and i t  was a very, very bad f i n a n c i a l  d i s a s t e r  f o r  Henson Robinson, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  a f t e r  he had been in business some 30 years.  

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

A: Following in my f a t h e r ' s  foo t s t eps  I found out  t h a t  from h i s  t r a i n i n g  
t h a t  one of the  th ings  you have t o  do i s  be ready t o  serve  the  people. 
One of h i s  adages t h a t  he mentioned t o  m e  many times was t h a t  the  telephone 
was a convenience, a l s o  i t  was a nuisance. The f r o n t  door being open 
sometimes was a nuisance a lso .  But anybody t h a t  c a l l e d  on the  telephone 
o r  anybody t h a t  came i n  the  f r o n t  door had a problem--had a job--had 
something t h a t  they wanted t o  have taken care  of a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
moment and it  was of very primary importance t o  them. It might seemingly 
in  your eye be a nuisance but  never the less  i t  was a very necessary benef i t  
t o  them, so  always t r e a t  them with t h a t  in mind. Their problems a r e  
yours, t r y  t o  so lve  them a s  bes t  you can. So bas ica l ly  our business has 
been es tabl i shed and ca r r i ed  on over these  hundred years  plus on se rv ice  
t o  the  community a s  bes t  we possibly can t r e a t i n g  everybody the  same no 
matter whether i t  was a small purchase o r  a l a rge  purchase. It sounds 
l i k e  an advertisement f o r  the  firm. ( laughter )  However, one of the  
th ings  I ' d  l i k e  t o  mention Bobbe i n  conjunction with back in the  e r a  of 
my grandfather ,  t h i s  pops i n t o  my mind, the re  was a family out  e a s t  of 
town, p r a c t i c a l l y  within the  c i t y  l i m i t s  now, whose name was Graham. M r .  
Graham was a contemporary of mine and h i s  grandmother to ld  m e  one afternoon 
t h a t  when she was f i r s t  married and l ived out  the re  where the  home is, 
t h a t  our f i rm used t o  send men, sometimes two, sometimes th ree ,  but 
mostly j u s t  two men out  there, a t  canning season. Now t h i s  doesn' t  make 
sense t o  you, but back i n  t h a t  e r a  durlng the  wintertime a l l  t he  scraps  
of tin t h a t  were supposedly off  of a job were always p i l ed  away very 
c a r e f u l l y  ia a box, in many boxes a s  a matter of f ac t .  Mechanics, when 
work became s l ack  and we had no r e a l  work f o r  them, would take these  
scraps  of tin and a c t u a l l y  manufacture t i n  cans. Now t h i s  sounds r id icu lous ,  
but t h i s  is  exact ly  what they did. This is a f l a t  piece of tin and they 
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have t o  r o l l  i t  i n t o  the  tube. They have t o  l i t e r a l l y  make the  bottom. 
Have t o  so lde r  the  bottom in place. They have t o  manufacture the  top and 
remember these  were no t  stampings, these  were turned by hand. During the  
canning season a t  t h e i r  time, usual ly  on the weekends, they would take 
two dozen, f i v e  dozen, ten  dozen cans, whatever they manufactured, and 
they would go t o  Mrs. ~ r a h a m ' s  residence and they would sell her  the  cans 
f o r  a  n icke l  apiece. She i n  turn  would put up a11 her  canned goods, her  
vegetables f o r  the  winter.  Then he would sit out  in t he  backyard under a  
t r e e  and l i t e r a l l y  so lder  the  tops on the  cans t o  s e a l  them up in  order  
t o  preserve the  vegetables f o r  the  family f o r  the  rest of the  wintertime. 
For t h i s  he no t  only got  h i s  n i c k e l  apiece f o r  h i s  cans, but  many times 
thexe was surplus  vegetables and commodities t h a t  he i n  turn could obtain 
from her a s  a  g i f t  and he would take  them home a s  p a r t  of h i s  remuneration. 
Barter ,  yes, i t  was back i n  the  e r a  when labor was very, very cheap. I 
can remember Mrs. Graham t e l l i n g  me how, a s  a matter of f a c t  a t  the  t h e  
she was t e l l i n g  me I was on t h e i r  back porch of t h e i r  house, and she 
pointed out  t o  t h i s  t r e e  and I could see  these  men sit out  the re  with 
t h e i r  l i t t l e  f i r e  pots  and t h e i r  so lder ing  i rons  and t h e i r  t i n  cans and 
do th i s .  So over the  period of time these  e a r l y  fundamental th ings  went 
on f o r  no longer of course than the  machinery t h a t  is ava i l ab le  now does 
a g rea t  many things t o  reduce the  cos t  of manufacturing things f o r  us,  
but a t  the  same t i m e  our men a r e  required t o  do almost a s  a  t a i l o r  does. 
He takes  a f l a t  piece of c lo th  and ends up with a d ress  o r  a  s u i t .  This 
means t h a t  he has t o  make pa t t e rns  and he had t o  make pa t t e rns  t o  a 
c e r t a i n  s i ze .  He has t o  have the  dimensions t o  do i t  and our men a r e  i n  
a pos i t ion  t o  do exact ly  the  same thing. Some of the  f i t t i n g s  t h a t  go 
out  of our shop today no machine can make, they have t o  be made by hand. 
There j u s t  i s n ' t  a  machine made t h a t  can do it. There a r e  machines 
ava i l ab le  today t h a t  can turn out  what w e  c a l l  s t r a i g h t  pipe but  t o  make 
the  f i t t i n g s  it a l l  had t o  be done by hand. 

Q: Do you have any idea when the  Dome Building was b u i l t ?  Was it  always 
the re  throughout your childhood? 

A: Yes. I am sure  i t  was always the re  a s  I th ink  back. It was probably 
an outgrowth of t h e  s t a t e  doing t h i s  because of possibly one of those 
exposi t ions  in t he  1890s. The s t a t e  decided they had t o  have something 
s i m i l a r  f o r  the  s t a t e  f a i r .  It was a major exhibi t ion  h a l l  ac tua l ly .  
The so ca l l ed  Exposition Building was there. The machinery shed was 
the re  a t  the fairgrounds,  t h a t ' s  along the  e a s t  s i d e  of the  fairgrounds. 
The Fine A r t s  Building was the re ,  but  t h i s  Dome Building housed most of 
the  o f f i ces .  It a l s o  had d i sp lays  i n  the re  f o r  a l l  t he  hor t icul ture- -a l l  
of the  grain.  Years ago the  farmer was very proud--this was an a g r i c u l t u r a l  
f a i r  bas ica l ly  and he was very proud of h i s  corn, the  s i z e  of the  e a r  and 
the  shape of the  kernels  and t h i s  kind of thing. It was no t  only wheat 
and o a t s  t h a t  he was ra is ing .  There was no l ives tock  i n  t h i s  building of 
course. And don' t  fo rge t  a l l  the  wives of the  people who l ived  on the  
farm had t h e i r  cooking exhibi ts--al l  t h e i r  canning, preserves. A r t  was 
j u s t  as important then a s  it is  today in comparison. There was a g rea t  
d e a l  of a r t  displayed i n  some of the  a reas  there.  It was r e a l l y  kind of 
a foca l  point  of the  whole business of the  fa i r .  

Q: It was the  main building then? 
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A: It was the  main bui ld ing,  t h a t ' s  what i t  was, 

Q: Haw old were you when t h i s  burned? 

A: Probably fourteen o r  f i f t e e n  years  old. 

Q: Did you go out  t o  see t he  f i r e ?  

A: I was the re  no t  only the  day of the  f i r e  working with the  men out  
the re  but no more than I had gotten home when we heard about the  f i r e ,  
We l ived  on the  corner of Eighth and Edwards a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  time, and 
a l l  you had t o  do was look nor th  and you could see  the  f i r e .  There is no 
question about t h a t  and I th ink ,  perhaps with a g rea t  deal  of re luc tance ,  
my mother allowed me t o  go back out  the re  on my bicycle. I can j u s t  s e e  
myself standing on the  ou t s ide  of the  fence because they made the  s o l d i e r s  
line the  fence t o  keep the  public  out  because the  publ ic  wanted t o  go 
inside.  

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

A: I am c e r t a i n  t h e  whole family went ou t ,  including my fa the r .  My 
f a t h e r  was more concerned than anybody of course about the  s i t u a t i o n .  
The whole town was out. A s  a  matter of f a c t  people drove in f o r  m i l e s  
around, j u s t  because of the  t e r r i f i c  flame and l i g h t  t h a t  was bound t o  be 
exhibi ted i n  the  heavens on account of t h i s  f i r e .  

Q: They were f i g h t i n g  the  f i r e ?  

A: Yes, but f u t i l e  of course. The amount of water from standpipes out  
the re  w e r e  very, very few. I f  you v i sua l i ze  what t h i s  th ing  [Dome Building] 
was with its i n t e r i o r  a l l  made of wood over steel t r u s s e s ,  the  balconies,  
i ts  stairways,  and f l o o r s  were a l l  wood, and the  f a c t  t h e  top of i t  had a 
v e n t i l a t o r  on i t  t h a t  made a most b e a u t i f u l  f l u e  e f f e c t ,  any f i r e  t h a t  
s t a r t e d  went l i k e  mad of course. You could see sparks f l y i n g  50 t o  75 
f e e t  about the  building without any problem a t  a l l .  It was a very fasc ina t ing  
s i g h t  t o  see.  

Q: How long did it take them t o  put the  f i r e  out? 

A: I th ink the  only th ing they could do was j u s t  t r y  and p ro tec t  so= of 
the  buildings surrounding it. I am just guessing t h a t  the  th ing burned 
a l l  t h a t  n igh t  and possibly f a r  i n t o  the  next  day. A l l  the  steel t h a t  
was on the  ins ide  of the  building was laying down the re  a s  you can imagine, 
a l l  twisted and out  of shape, j u s t  a  h o r r i b l e  looking s i g h t  f o r  people t o  
see. They didn' t ge t  the  th ing cleaned up f o r  the  f a i r ,  They went on 
and had the  f a i r .  No, they d idn ' t .  I don' t  t h ink  t h a t  they d id  have the  
f a i r  t h a t  year. I th ink  t h a t  the  m i l i t a r y  s t i l l  occupied the  fairgrounds 
during the  f a i r  tha t  p a r t i c u l a r  summer, but be l ieve  you me the re  was a 
l o t  of people v i s i t i n g  the  s o l d i e r s  out  there ,  They wanted t o  ge t  i n  and 
walk around and look a t  it and exclaim about the  h o r r i b l e  th ing t h a t  had 
taken place. Very monumental i n  our community a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  t i m e .  

Q: Were the  s o l d i e r s  l i v i n g  ins ide  of t h i s  building? 
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A: Oh yes. You s e e ,  a s  I t o l d  you these  rooms around t h e  perimeter  on 
t h e  f i r s t  and second f l o o r s ,  and of course a l l  t h e  a r e a  down on t h e  
f l o o r ,  b e a u t i f u l  f l o o r s  w e l l  kept.  They put  t h e i r  c o t s  in  t h e r e  and 
weather w a s  of no consequence t o  them, They could put  a g r e a t  many men 
in t he re ,  How many? I ' m  j u s t  guessing they had 1,000 men i n s i d e  t h e  
bui lding.  

Q: I ' m  n o t  t oo  b r i g h t  on s i z e s .  Would t h i s  be t h e  s i ze  of t h e  Armory 
f o r  i n s t ance?  

A: It's probably l a r g e r  than t h e  Armory, Of course a s  a young man of 
t h a t  age you are r a t h e r  inf luenced by s i z e  but  a f t e r  t h e  th ing  had been 
cleaned up and f o r  a good many yea r s  t h e r e a f t e r  you could see t h e  r e s u l t s  
of t h e  s i z e  of t h e  base of t h i s  t h ing  from t h e  concre te  f l o o r  which w a s  
t h e  base of t h e  bu i ld ing  t o  begin with. It seems t o  m e  t h a t  i t  went from 
t h e  main n o r t h  and south  s t r e e t  almost over  t o  t h e  machinery h a l l ,  which 
i s  a t  least 350 f e e t  away, and i t  probably went n o r t h  and south t h e  same 
dimensions because i t  was a c t u a l l y  square on t h e  base and t h i s  dome was 
on t h e  i a s i d e  going up from--probably i f  t h e  base was 350 f e e t  square--the 
base of t h e  dome w a s  probably 150 o r  180 f e e t  in  diameter and then going 
on up from there .  There was a balcony a t  t h e  second f l o o r  l e v e l .  I 
don ' t  t h i n k  t h e r e  was any balcony l i k e  t h e  dome in t h e  Cap i to l  Building,  
j u s t  one balcony. I ron  r a i l i n g  around it, Typical  of what t h i s  design 
would be. 

Q: I)o you have any idea  how much t h e  bu i ld ing  was worth i n  t h a t  period? 
Did t h a t  eve r  come ou t  a t  a l l ?  

A: I a m  c e r t a i n  it  d id .  I am c e r t a i n  t he  p r e s s  can b r ing  you up t o  d a t e  
on t h a t .  I t h i n k  t h e r e  w a s  a g r e a t  d e a l  of controversy as t o  whether o r  
n o t  they would r ebu i ld  it ,  s t a r t  i n  r ebu i ld ing  it. My r e c o l l e c t i o n  is 
t h a t  It took them a good long time t o  c lean  up t h e  mess t h a t  was the re .  
I say a good long time--I t h i n k  i t  was a l i t t l e  over a year  t o  clean i t  
up. Then t h e r e  was a series of yea r s  i n  which they j u s t  used t e n t s  on 
top  of t h e  cement base t h a t  was the re ,  A s  t o  how much i t  would cos t  I 
wouldn' t even venture a guess. 

Q: Are t h e r e  any v e s t i g e s  l e f t ?  

A: I am j u s t  guessing,  bu t  I t h i n k  t h a t  e a s t  of t h e  Emerson Bui ld ing ,  
behind and e a s t  of t h e  Emerson Building t h e r e  is a bu i ld ing ,  who uses  i t  
now I don ' t  know, but  i t  used t o  be t h e  H o r t i c u l t u r e  Building. 

Q: Is t h a t  t h e  one red  one? 

A: No, no ,  t h e  Emerson Building is b u i l t  around kind of a quadrangle and 
t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of that--remember t h e r e  w a s  an  Abraham Lincoln r e p l i c a  of a 
l o g  cabin t h e r e  t o  t h e  east. 

Q: Recently? 

A: W e l l ,  yes ,  I t h i n k  they were going t o  t e a r  i t  down and f i n a l l y  decided 
t o  r e h a b i l i t a t e  t h e  th ing ,  I th ink  p a r t  of t h a t  probably was a t  t he  edge 
of some of t h i s  concre te  platform. It 's s t i l l  out  t he re .  
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Q: So t h i s  was across  from Happy Hollow? 

A: No, t h i s  is across  from what is now the--south of what is  now the  
f i r e  engines. The f i r e  engine house is  on the  nor theas t  corner of the  
main i n t e r s e c t i o n  a t  the  fairgrounds. This would have occupied the  space 
d i r e c t l y  across  south of the  f i r e  engine house and d i r e c t l y  e a s t  of the 
Exposition Building. There is a c h i l d ' s  playground t o  the  south of where 
t h i s  building was a t  the  present  time. I th ink  the  s t a t e  is going t o  
rebui ld  the  machinery h a l l  before long nea r  Peoria Road. You f e l t  l i k e  
you were r a t t l i n g  around--you could almost go in the re  and play basebal l  
ins ide ,  it was so  big. It was a b i g ,  b i g  building. It was u t i l i z e d  f o r  
a g rea t  many functions by the  c i t y  of Spr ingf ie ld ,  a s  you can well  imagine, 
p r i o r  t o  t h i s  catastrophe.  

Q: Was the  building used throughout the  year  by the  c i t y  of Springfield? 

A: Y e s ,  they had t o  have a b ig  occasion t o  use i t  of course in order t o  
open the  doors. 

Eud of Side One, Tape One 

A: For example, here ' s  Carl Hurter with eleven hours on Saturday, e igh t  
on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, n ine  on Friday, and h i s  weekly 
wage was $26 in  1914. The helpers ,  when he got down t o  Charl ie  Shorts  
and John's uncles,  and these  a r e  fel lows t h a t  I knew, and Grubb, Bob Key, 
no, R. H. Key. That 's  h i s  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 a t  our house and a l s o  worked a t  H. R. Company when necessary 
and took care  of the  wagons and took care  of milking the  cow and so 
f o r t h ,  he made $11 a week. The h ighes t  paid was Car ter  and Rol l ins  who 
was the  key man in the  shop, was the  powder man, he made $22 a week. And 
these fel lows t h a t  were making $11, $12, $9, $17, and so f o r t h ,  they 
worked ten hours a day, six days a week. 

Q :  Now t h i s  is s k i l l e d  craftsmen? 

A: Not the  ones t h a t  were making $12 but  the  s k i l l e d  were making the  $22 
t o  $26 a week. No unions of course. 

But back, what made me th ink of the  fairgrounds because in t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
e r a  we had, where the  present  Emerson Building is  a t  the  fairgrounds,  now 
you go i n  t o  the  fairgrounds pas t  Happy Hollow which is t o  your l e f t  and 
then you go on back toward the  f i r e  engine house. Across the  street was 
one--it went t o  the  old machiaery shed which is on Peoria Road. That 
whole a r e a  south of the  f i r e  engine house and across  from the  Exhibition 
Building was one l a r g e  building ca l l ed  the  Dome Building. You can still 
see some concrete f loor ing  out  the re  between some of these  buildings t h a t  
I ' m  s u r e  they've n o t  completely removed. But t h i s  bui ld ing was a very, 
very l a rge  dome building is  what i t  was. Basical ly one s t o r y  i n  the  
middle and i t  had t h i s  huge s t e e l  s t r u c t u r e ,  wooden sheeting on the  
th ing,  and metal cover. And the  a reas  down around the  base of t h i s  dome 
w e r e  two- and three-story s t ruc tu res .  They had o f f i c e s  and t o i l e t  rooms 
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and displayed t h h g s ,  And t h i s  was where a c t u a l l y  the  main exh ib i t ions  
took place. 

Well, t he  reason I remember it i s  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  summer our f i rm had the  
job of doing the  r e p a i r  and replacement of the  bad metal t h a t  was on the  
Dome Building. Now t h i s  was t i n ,  shee t s  of tin. They were 20 by 28 
inches wide t h a t  you had t o  turn edges on t o  keep together  and pound 
down. You had t o  pa in t  them underneath f i r s t  before you put them down. 
You had t o  do t h a t  a  day ahead of time so  t h a t  they would be dry. Keep 
away from the  edges. And then when the  men put  them down then somebody 
had t o  s tand t h e r e  and h e e l  down o r  sit on i t ,  h o t t e r  than h e l l ,  and 
pound these  seams down l i k e  you put a hem on a piece of c lo th ,  And then 
they had t o  take a solder ing  i ron  and so lde r  a l l  around it. W e l l ,  t h i s  
was a magnificent job from the  standpoint  of working outs ide  in t he  
summertime, Kids could g e t ,  go out  the re  seven o'clock in the  morning 
and work f o r  these  mechanics a l l  day long and you couldn't  fall off  the  
thing. It was j u s t  l i k e  being down on the  ground because i t  was so  huge 
up there. 

Well, a t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  time the  United S t a t e s  keyed up t o  go i n t o  World 
War I and because of the  rapid mobil izat ion they had t o  br ing  a couple of 
reserve troops of the  m i l i t i a  from some place i n  an encampment, And t h i s  
is  where they put them because Camp Lincoln wasn't b ig  enough t o  take 
care  of the  assembly of t roops from all over the  communities around here. 
A t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  juncture t h a t  the  remodeling of the  building was going 
on, a t  the  same time it made a b e a u t i f u l  spot  t o  house these fellows, 
They could throw t e n t s  on the  ins ide ,  they could d r i l l  on the  i n s i d e  
regardless  of the  weather and so on. It was ins ide  of a  fence around the  
fairgrounds. And the  reason i t  caught on f i r e  and the  reason i t ' s  so 
important t o  us is because a t  the  very ou t se t  the  f i r e  could have been 
stopped in  r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  period of time. But the  men were mad because 
they a l l  had d a t e s  and g e t t i n g  ready t o  go out  and d idn ' t  want t o  s t a y  i n  
the  d a m  barracks anywhere. So they fought t o  le t  the  f i r e  catch. And 
of course t h i s  dome was j u s t  a  beau t i fu l  chimney e f f e c t .  And it was a 
f i r e  t h a t  burned f o r  a day and a ha l f .  And it was r e a l l y  a  spectacular  
s i t u a t i o n ,  There was a l o t  of excitement. A l l  of the  people i n  the  c i t y  
of Spr ingf ie ld  gathered by ca r r i ages  and horseback and s t r e e t c a r s  and 
b icycles  and everything under the  sun, And the  blame r i g h t  a t  the  ou t se t  
was t h e  f a c t  t h a t  the  f i r e  pots  the  t i n n e r s  were using was the  th ing t h a t  
s e t  the  thing on f i r e .  Well, l a t e r  they found out  t h a t  seve ra l  of the  
s o l d i e r e  because they couldn't  g e t  out t o  see t h e i r  da tes  and their da tes  
were s i t t i n g  in ca r r i ages  o r  someplace on the  outs ide ,  set f i r e  t o  the  
d a m  th ing t o  ge t  confusion i n t o  the  place so  they could, you h o w ,  make 
in untenable f o r  a  while and they could duck out ,  And then in  the  excitement 
no t  be held the re  to--it was something l i k e  t h i s  , . . It was 1915 o r  
1916. My guess would be about 1916 because the  United S t a t e s  wasn't i n  
World War I very long before i t  was over with, 

But the  point  t h a t  I was bringing out  t h a t  t h i s  was one of the  monuments 
i n  the  community, t h i s  Dome Building. When I say i t  was a mint from the  
viewpoint of the  k ids  and the  viewpoint of the  a d u l t s  in t h i s  community 
t o  have a building as b ig  a s  t h i s  was, the  ground a rea  a s  I t r i e d  t o  
point  out  t o  you was running along the  f u l l y  350 f e e t  square a t  the  base 
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which is a block square, And a s  I say the  s t r u c t u r e  around the  base was 
br ick ,  a l l  wood on the  i n s i d e  of course, the  r a i l i n g  around on the  i n s i d e ,  
wooden stairways and so  for th .  And the  b r i ck  s t r u c t u r e  had a s  I s a i d  
o f f i c e s  and only used during the  f a i r  I might add. The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  
f i r e  burned f o r  so long and had such a wonderful s t a r t  due t o  the  f a c t  of 
the  f a i l u r e  on the  p a r t  of anybody t o  ge t  in the re  and t r y  t o  put i t  out  
immediately, i t  spread with t h i s  dry t inde r  on the  i n s i d e  t h a t  r e a l l y  was 
a conflagrat ion of some consequence. People s a i d  t h a t  you could see  i t  
from f i f t e e n  m i l e s  away. And I wouldn't be a b i t  surpr ised  t h a t  such a 
th ing could take place. But the  building i t s e l f  I th ink  was copied a f t e r  
perhaps one of the  exposi t ions  of maybe St .  Louis o r  one of the  o ther  
World's Fa i r  t h a t  had occurred. And therefore  the  s t a t e  of I l l i n o i s  had 
t o  have one a t  the  s t a t e  fairgrounds. 

The s o l d i e r s ,  many of them, were young men. Of course sons and husbands 
of people in  the  c i t y  of Spr iugf ie ld  who had been taken i n t o  a c t i v e  
se rv ice ,  preparatory t o  going on the  expeditionary force  over t o  Europe. 
And of course they had been in the  m i l i t i a  simply because i t  was a spor t ing  
th ing t o  do. They had a calvary detachment, an artillery detachment and 
the  foo t  s o l d i e r ,  the  in fan t ry  detachment. And I suppose a l l  t he  r e s t  of 
types. So these  were young fel lows t h a t  w e r e  f u l l  of beans and r e a l l y  
exci ted  because they were going off  t o  war. And a l l  t h e i r  g i r l s  and 
wives and sweethearts t h a t  were worried and upset by the  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  
was taking place were no t  allowed i n  the re  a l l  the  t i m e .  And the re  was 
j u s t  t h i s  main ga te  which was a t  Eleventh S t r e e t  t h a t  they could come in.  

When t h i s  thing did take p lace  i t  was l a t e  in the  afternoon. Probably 
5:00, 5:15 in  the  evening t h a t  the  th ing s t a r t e d .  Well by n ine  o'clock 
i t  was dark and by n ine  o 'clock a l s o  here was t h i s  t e r r i f i c  bonf i re  going 
on out  the re  t h a t  a t t r a c t e d  everybody's a t t e n t i o n  in the  community. I 
don' t  th ink  t h a t  the re  was r e a l l y  anybody a c t u a l l y  k i l l e d  by v i r t u e  of 
t h i s .  But the  inves t iga t ion ,  the  cause of the  blame, what happened- 
t h i s  created a tremendous amount of impression upon our family because we 
were the  ones accused of having neg l igen t ly  l e f t  the  f i r e  pots  open, 
burning so t h a t  the  th ing,  sparks could g e t  i n  and catch f i r e  t o  t h i s  
th ing  and touch off  t h i s  very valuable s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  belonged t o  t h e  
community. And a s  soon a s  the  th ing cooled down a l i t t l e  why a l l  of us 
t h a t  could walk, got  out  the re  t o  go and f ind  out--they had pinpointed 
where the  f i r e  had s t a r t e d ,  The reason they d id  t h a t  was because some of 
the  people t h a t  l ived  ac ross  the  street on the  south of the  fairgrounds 
had seen l i g h t s  in the  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  were no t  a r t i f i c a l  l i g h t s .  They 
were obviously from a plane. And they ' re  the  ones t h a t  r e a l l y  reported 
the  Eire. O f  course they ' re  the  ones t h a t  s a i d  t h a t  they h e w  t h a t  this 
is where the  th ing s t a r t e d .  W e l l ,  our operat ion had ended up t h a t  
p a r t i c u l a r  afternoon almost d iametr ica l ly  opposi te  from where t h i s  f i r e  
was supposed t o  have s t a r t e d  but i t  meant t h a t  we had t o  t r y  and paw 
through a l l  t he  ash and tender and everything else t o  t r y  and f ind  w h r e  
our th ings ,  and we were on top of t h e  building. We were not  i n s i d e  the  
building. O f  course our s t u f f  a l l  f e l l  t o  the  bottom a t  the  same time 
everything e l s e  had f a l l e n  in. All the  steel s t ruc tu re .  It was the  
worse looking operat ion you ever saw in your l i f e .  These th ings  w e r e  
t r u s s e s  t h a t  were shaped t o  form t h i s  high dome. I'm j u s t  guessing t h a t  
the  top of t h i s  dome from the  f l o o r  probably was 150, 160 f e e t  high. 
That meant the re  was a l o t  of s t e e l  in  the  thing. And a l s o  around the 










