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George Robbins, 105, was among witnesses 

Death of P. T, Bamum's Jumbo is recalled By FRED YOUNGS 
"We felt as bad as P. T. him

self," George Robbms remem
bered, "I had a ride on him that 
day. He was a fine elephant." 

George remembers Jumbo. 
He was at the final perfor
mance of the famous elephant 
and the 105-year-old St. 
Thomas man is probably the 
last surviving witness to the 
elephant's death in St. Thomas, 
Sept. 16, 1885. 

"It seemed to me the ele

phant wanted to go that way; to 
commit suicide. Why, he never 
ac t ed that way before ," 
George recalled Thursday, a 
day before a plaque was un
veiled in the area where Jumbo 
met his demise. 

He remembered having rid
den Jumbo that day and watch
ing the 11-foot, seven-ton, whis
ky guzzling star attraction of 
P. T. Bamum's circus that 
night. And he r e m e m b e r s 
Jumbo arguing, and losing 

badly, with a locomotive. 
"It was a funny thing," he 

'says. "The elephant took off_ 
from his master" he said, "as" 
he and his alter-ego, Tom 
Thumb, a dwarf elephant were 
led from the showgrounds. 

According to George, whose 
account Ls embellished like 
everyone else's, the elephant 
tried to cross a railway bridge 
but turned and charged back 
towards the train. 

Other accounts place Jumbo 

running towards the train with 
Tom Thumb in front of him. 
Then, George says. Jumbo 
turned and headed back from 
the train probably towards the 
hole in the right-of-way fence 
circus handlers had been lead
ing the animals through. 

He wasn't fast enough. Nor 
was Tom Thumb who was 
bumped from the track and 
suffered a broken leg. With 
Jiunbo heading away from the 
train, the two collided. The im
pact stopped the train dead and 
hurled Jumbo backward.^ -snin-
ning hhn around and onto the 
embankment, George said. 

He laid on fhe embankment, 
facing the opposite direction, 
for the night. He died the next 
morning. George remembered 
a man, probably Matthew 
Scott, the elephant's life-long 
handler saying he would rather 
it were his mother and father 
dead on the tracks than his ele
phant. 

When he died in the morning, 
about 20 butchers arrived to 
skin him, says George. The 
skin was later stuffed and 
mounted. 

His skeletal frame was re
moved. For a week his flesh 
was burned, consuming 14 
cords of hardwood, George 
said. After it was all over, the 
la tes t fashion rage in St. 
Thomas was a Jumbo watch 
fob. 

Nothing was touched before 
Barnum sapped it for publicity 
thoi^h. 

Barnum along with 45 by
standers, including George and 
his brother Albert was photo
graphed in front of the ele
phant's remains. 

He was also not to be daunted 
by the death of his attraction. 
He tried to sue the Grand 
Trunk Line, although they 
claimed they warned handlers 
not to move the animals until 

.HGEROBE 
9:55 p.m. when the iv^ 
had gone through. 11^ 
occui-red shortly aftel 

Barnum also knew ^ 
of a child-witness to an 
tional event. He 
George's mother $3,000 i 
lease her son to him to travei 
with the circus. She wouldn't, 

George has made sort of a 
study of the elephant, detailing 
his early years in England and 
the subsequent controversial 
sale of the elephant to Barnum. 

And he remembers when 
Jumbo's reputed mate, Alice 
came to St. Thomas. "She 
kicked up something terrible 
..." he said, "right at the very 
spot he was killed." Alice, who 
was at the same zoo as Jumbo 
in England was known for herj 
rather loud and raucous behav
ior anyway. 

Jumbo's stuffed skin and 
skeleton were taken to Tuft's 
University in Medford, Massa
chusetts near Boston to be dis
played in the Barnum Hall 
there. Jumbo died a second 
time in a $2 million fire in 1975. 

Now, all that remains of 
Jiunbo are his skeleton and his 
legend. And Georg^*WJWjins' 
memories. Kr / 



L4ST REMAINS — Jumbo was Barnum Hall museum at Tuft's 
stuffed and transported to the University in Massachusetts. 

Plaque commemoratiBs 
famed elephant's death 

The Elgin County Pioneer 
Museiun in St. Thomas today 
unveiled a plaque com
memorat ing the death of 
Jumbo the elephant here 93 
years ago. 

It was one of a series of 
.events being held to mark the 
20th anniversary of the 
museum. 

The historical plaque is being 
erected by the Ontario 
Heritage Foundation, and the 
unveiUng ceremony is being 
sponsored by the University 
Women's Club of St. Thomas. 
Mrs. Jill Green, president of 
the club will be program 
chairman. 

George Lang, a local 
authority on the elephant and 
his life on three continents will 
unveil the plaque with the 

ass is tance of his grand
daughter, Sheila Smith. Rev. 
R. K. Farrell, rector of Trinity 
Anglican Church will dedicate 
it. 

The plaque will be erected 
later on Woodworth Avenue in 
front of the Erie Iron Works 
and near the Site of Jumbo's 
death. 

The Elgin Historical Society 
will hold an open house at the 
Museum Saturday with Peter 
Laing, George Thorman and 
geneologist Clarence Adler 
giving tours and leading 
discussions.. 

A steam engine will be 
running as well for railway 
buffs. 

The pubUc is welcome to 
come out between 1:30 and 
4:30. 


