
was hospitalized for six months. The chil-
dren had been living with lvlrs. Cook's
brother.

Now 85, Mrs. Cook said recently she
always harbored the hope that in the con-
fusion Eleanor might have been placed to
live with someone else. But deep down she
suspected Eleanor might be one of the
unidentified victims.

The brother suggests that when mem-
bers of the family went to the morgue to
view thebodies they might have been shown
the wrong one.

In any case, Mrs. Cook did not seek out
stories ofthe fireandsays she never saw the
photo of Little Miss 1565 thataccompanied
virtually every story over the years.

As for the cause of the fire, Davey and
other officials are convinced it was arson,
thatRobert Segee, alistless local l4-year-old
with a history of setting fires who had joined
the circus a week before, was reqponsible.
Two small fires had been discovered but
quickly extinguished on the circus lot on
previous days.

In 1950, Segee confessed his crime to
officials in Ohio, after a string of fires ttrere
(see story below), and his confession was
backed up by Ohio investigators who came

East to do background checks. But
Connecticut's fire manhal at the time, Ed-
ward Hickey, who later would become state
police commissioner, resented the intrusion
on his territory and his ego.

Sticking by his original official finding
that the fire was caused by a carelessly dis-
carded cigarette, he told the ohioans to quit
meddling and go back where they came
from.

The matter seemed forever closed until
Davey stepped in andbegan sifting ttrough
the dusty cartons of evidence one more time.

There was little new to go on, so the
process was one of diqpelling rumon and
eliminating alternatives. He said he was
convinced two years ago that Segee was
responsible and that Little Miss 1565 was, in
fact, Eleanor Cook, but then he had to con-
vince his superiors.

The final test came Feb. 26 at a requested
closed-door session at the FBI Academy in
Quantico, Va. For eight grueling hours FBI
experts tried to punch holes in Davey's
theories but, in Davey's words, "there were
no holes to punch."

Connecticut officials said they were un-
cetain if any legal action could or would be
taken against Segee, who now lives in Ohio.

FromThe Milwat*ee Journal of
June 30. 1950

COLUMBUS. Ohio-Robert Dale
Segee, Circleville, Ohio, has admitted he
set the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bai-
ley Circus fire that killed 168 persons and
injured 412 (sic) othen in 1944.

HarryJ. Callin, Ohiofire marshal, made
the disclosure Friday. He said that Segee
admitted also setting between 25 and 30
major fires in Portland, Maine, between
1939 and 1946, and others in New Hamp-
shire and Ohio, and that he is personally
responsible for the slaying of four persons.

A LIFE magazine article entitled'"The
Strange Case of the Circus Arsonist" said
that Ohio police and medical authorities
listened with increasing honor as a stoop-
shouldered 2l-year-old youth named Rob-
ert Dale Segee unfolded a grisly tale of
arson and murder.

They came to believe his story through
a mass of conoborative evidence, particu-
larly a series of crayon drawings he made.
With them, Segee told of a life of crime
which began with a murder when he was 8
years old and reached a tenible climax in

10

1944 when he set fire to the big top of
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Cir-
cus.

The article continued that this crime
might never have been solved had it not
been for a tip given by a friend of Segee,
who himself had been picked up for setting
a small fire at Circleville. Ohio.

Arrested, Segee seemed to welcome
the attentions of psychiatrists. He told them
he had never gotton beyond second grade,
that his father had never held a steadyjob,
that he had killed one little girl by hitting
her with a rock, had strangled three other
people, and had set scores of fires.

He also told them that as farback as he
could remember he had been haunted by
strange fiery dreams which sometimes drove
him to crime and later tortured his con-
science. After the Hartford fire, it was a
glowing face of a woman that came out of
the flames to condemn him. Segee remem-
bered the dream so vividly he was able to
draw his impressions of it for the doctors.
By this time his brain was so disoriented
thatdocton and officers couldn't be sure of
his confession.

He never was charged.
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Blaze That Killed 168
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and what of the others?
With Eleanor now resting next to her brother Edward in the

family plot in Center Cemetery in South Hampton, Mass., five
"unidentified" bodies remain in Northwood Cemetery in Windsor.

Officials have alistof fivenames (along with physical descrip
tions) of victims who never were claimed.

So logic would allow us to match the five names andphysical
descriptions with the five bodies and the book could be closed
forever. Butno.

"They don't match up," says Lynne Tuohy, arcpofiet fot The
Hartford Courant. She goes on to explain that newspapers at the
time contained numerous reports of the wrong body being claimed
by families caught up in the shock and horror of those first few
hous and days.

"I've seen the lab photos and believe me, it's almost charitable
to say some were burned beyond recognition," Tuohy says. "I can
see how a family member would not be able to look too closely. It's
safe to assume some of them claimed the fint body they came to
and got out of there. No one could blame them, really."

So the families who "identified" their loved ones and took them
away forburial probably were satisfied they had buriedtheirown.

The names of the remaining five who were never identified

have not been made public.
So staying behind in that plot surrounded by a low hedge in

Northwood Cemetery are five of the victims with only numbers:
1510: Probably white, male, about 11 years ol4 about 70

pounds, 4 feet4.
1503: hobably white, about age 9, 55 pounds, 3 feet 11.
2200: Probably white, male, about 170 pounds, 5 feet 3.
2109: White, female, about 30 years old, about 140 pounds,5

feet 1.
4512: hobably black, female, age 30-35. hobably a new

mother. (It is believed a seventh unidentified victim, a dismem-
bered infant who was cremated, may have been her child.)

The five always rested in the shadow of Little Miss 1565,
because her face was so recognizable and her photo had been so
widely circulated. So with Eleanor gone, it was feared that the
flowers sent to her plot would stop.

But Tom Horan, president of the Allied Florists Association of
Cenfral Connecticut, which had provided the flowers since the
original investigator, Lt. Thomas Barber, died, vowed last month
tocontinuethe ritual of bringing flowers each yearon theanniver-
sary of the fire.

and the memories
From Ravmond S. Mills. West Simshury. Conn.

I was 7 yean old. I remember hearing a lot of noise coming
from the other end of the big top, then seeing something
happening at the top of the tent.

Everyone started yelling "Firel' I looked at my father. I
don't remember being scared because I knew my dad was used
to being around the circus. (He was a Wild West Aftershow
performer with RBB&B and haveled in the East with Miller
Bros. 101 Real Wild West Show in the late '20s and early '30s.)

We walked from our seats toward the exit just before or next
to the bandstand. Merle Evans and the band were still playing.

As we neared the exit I saw a lost litrle girl and brought it to
my father's attention. He reached down and picked her up.

The band walked out of the tent right behind my father, the
little girl and me. It was just a matter of seconds later that the
tent was completely gone and the poles had dropped to the
ground.

My father looked for a phone to call the family of the little
girl and to let my mother know that we were unhurt. He figured
she must have heard about it on the radio and would be worried
sick. As events turned out, my mother, sister and two brothers
were having a cookout with the family next door and learned of
the fire when they got back home and my father finally got
ahold of them by phone.

We stayed until met by someone to take the little girl home.

Details of this seem to have been lost by me. I now believe we
put her in a ta:ci cab following instructions ftom her mother.

I have enclosed a photocopy of the letter the little girl's
mother sent to my father after the fire.

Roclaille, Conn.
7-1244

Dear Mr. Hills,
I am the Mother of Betry Lou, the girl youwere so very kind

to onThurs. of last week. Mr. Hills,l don't know how to
express our gratitude and only hope that some day in the near
future you will be repaid in full for your thoughtfullness.

I have not had the courage to write before. The party that
Betty Lou was with (3 children & their Mother) were not so
fortunate. The Mother was burned and tampled to death on
Thursday and the oldest girl (12 yrs.) was severely burned and
passed away on Monday at I p.rn.,leaving 2 stnall children-a
girl 9 and a little boy of 5.

Mr. Hills, in this letter I am enclosing some money not as
paytnentfor your kindness but as a gift n your little son who
was with you. We were very much surprised to receive Betty
lau' s billfuld thru the mail yesterday from a little boy 14 years
oldfrom Hartford.

I just don't know lww to express rnyself for so much kindness



and can only thankyou again and hope tlnt if you or, ,rrr r,
Rockville youwill look us up so that I can say in personwhat I
just can't seem to write.

Thank you very much and please stop in if you are in
Roclcville,

Sincerely,
Mrs. Herbert Harmstedt
26White St.
Roclaille, Conn.

From Alice W. Stone. Rve. N.H.

Dear Mr. Foster,
My Circus Fans brother, Arthur Stone of Louisiana, and sister,

Gertrude Stone Gilman of New Hampshire, knew Mildred Cook
when she worked at the Hartford Seminary Foundation where I was
dietitian.

I knew Mildred took the three children (9, 8 and 6 yean old) to
the show and were caught in the fire. Though I'd left there, I
immediately recognized their photo in a recent news article which
told that #1565 had finally been identified as little Eleanor.

Right after the fire, Donald (9) claimed the body was his sister,
and an aunt wasn't sure. Mildred, who had been severely burned
and in the hospital S!LJIIqI$!S,, was unable to get to the morgue.

In her reply to my letter after the identification, she said, "The
puzzle has been completed, but the sadness and pain remain."

She has scarring, but is courageous.
Sincerely,
Alice W. Stone

CIRCUS &
WILD WEST SHOW

at

The New England
Carousel Museum

"Let the magic touch the chi ld in you"

Cincus PniNts
RINGTING BROS. 1902 CALLIOPE & SIX UP ON THE CALLIOPE

Limited edition
2s0 s/N

SIZE 11 x 15 SlZt 11 r  12

Also available, this view of 5 black Percherons from high atop
the Dave Morecraft cal l iope of Peru, lN.

This Ringling Bros. turn of the century call iope was built in
1902 by Moleer Bros. of Baraboo. The 32 note Nichol in-
strument was installed in 1912. Painted red and trimmed in

Allow 3-6 weeks for delivery r Indiana residents add 5o/o sales tax
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P.O. BOX 638 . PERU, tN 46970


