The Construction of Robinson Hall—A Drama in Two Acts

Act 2: It’s Curtains for the Committee

Last month, I wrote about the drama between the committee in charge of the construction of Robinson Hall and the contractor. This month’s story of drama also deals with the committee. This time their sparring partner is none other than Wallace F. Robinson

It is clear that Mr. Robinson saw the purpose of the building for which he was the benefactor as a place for the town offices. He also wanted it to serve as a venue for entertainment, including staged productions. Mr. Robinson and the committee had different ideas on how best to outfit the hall to reach that goal. 

Mr. Robinson, in today’s parlance, could be called a micro-manager. For example, in a letter dated October 27, 1911, he bemoans the fact that the committee has not responded to some of his suggestions, including the width of tables for the dining hall. Mr. Robinson had previously stated that three-foot tables would work better. The board never offered their opinion, so Robinson assumes they ordered 30-inch tables. He says he will leave the matter to the board, but that he commented on it, shows that he was bothered. I wonder if part of their communication problem was a lack of directness on the part of both parties.

This level of involvement, however, seems quite warranted. Prior to writing this letter, Mr. Robinson had asked the board to supply him with a list of goods and furnishings for the building so that he could determine the cost. He had yet to receive it. He notes that he wanted this list so he could consider whether or not he would foot the whole bill for the furnishings, which he estimates to be no more than $1700. He also states that he had just about decided to do this when the committee notified him that they had ordered the backdrops or curtains for the stage from a company in Chicago. He, in the meantime, had received estimates from a few companies around Boston, including the OL Story Company—a fitting name for a business that produced backdrops for plays. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]That he had not been consulted on the curtains clearly irked Mr. Robinson. He states "Now, while I am giving away my money, I want to get as near my money's worth as possible and do the thing in first-class shape. I am not strenuous; if you insist upon the $247.00 contract (from Chicago), instead of the $161.00 contract (from Boston), I will put it in.”

Robinson noted his concern on page two of a letter that runs to five pages. The words in between deal with his views on the curtains and other furnishings, the work he has done in procuring estimates, and his obvious concerns about the board's decision-making abilities. Throughout the remainder of the letter, he makes it clear that he will not withhold the money despite his disappointment. In a handwritten post script, he makes it clear that he does not want to leave any debt to the town once the building is complete.

So who won the battle of the curtains? The answer is as easy to find as going to pages 10 through 24 of Christine Hadsell’s book Suspended Worlds: Historic Theater Scenery in Northern New England. Those pages feature several of the curtains that are in Robison Hall. All of them are made by the OL Story Company.

