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In Cold Blood meets Adrian Nicole LeBlanc's Random Family: a harrowing, profoundly personal
investigation of the causes, effects, and communal toll of a deeply troubling crime - the brutal
murder of three young children by their parents in the border city of Brownsville, Texas.On March
11, 2003, in Brownsville, Texas - one of America's poorest cities - John Allen Rubio and Angela
Camacho murdered their three young children. The apartment building in which the brutal
crimes took place was already run down, and in their aftermath a consensus developed in the
community that it should be destroyed. It was a place, neighbors felt, that was plagued by
spiritual cancer.In 2008 journalist Laura Tillman covered the story for The Brownsville Herald.
The questions it raised haunted her, particularly one asked by the sole member of the city's
Heritage Council to oppose demolition: Is there any such thing as an evil building? Her
investigation took her far beyond that question, revealing the nature of the toll that the crime
exacted on a city already wracked with poverty. It sprawled into a six-year inquiry into the larger
significance of such acts, ones so difficult to imagine or explain that their perpetrators are often
dismissed as monsters alien to humanity.With meticulous attention and stunning compassion,
Tillman surveyed those surrounding the crimes, speaking with the lawyers who tried the case,
the family's neighbors and relatives and teachers, even one of the murderers: John Allen Rubio
himself, whom she corresponded with for years and ultimately met in person. The result is a
brilliant exploration of some of our age's most important social issues, from poverty to mental
illness to the death penalty, and a beautiful, profound meditation on the truly human forces that
drive them. It is disturbing, insightful, and mesmerizing in equal measure.

As some 9,000 people watched the Wallendas begin their high-wire act on July 6, 1944, a fire
started on the sidewall of the big top at the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus. The
tent had been waterproofed with a mixture of 6,000 gallons of white gasoline and 18,000 pounds
of paraffin; common practice for circuses at the time. In minutes, the entire tent was engulfed in
flames. In the rush for the exits, people were trampled and burned--some beyond recognition. In
the end, 167 were dead and 487 injured, of whom 140 required hospitalization. The city of
Hartford, Connecticut, would never be the same. Stewart O'Nan brings his storytelling ability to
the tragedy of The Circus Fire.Several survivors said the one thing they will never forget about
the circus fire as long as they live is the sound of the animals as they burned alive. But there
were no animals.O'Nan interviewed dozens of witnesses and examined police reports,
newspaper accounts, and court documents while researching the fire. The result is an
engrossing--though agonizingly painful--account of the great fire and its aftermath. He probes
the tragedy's enduring mysteries--How did the fire start? Who are the unidentified victims? Who
is Little Miss 1565?--and offers up conclusions of his own. He also provides remarkable



vignettes of panic, heroism, and grief: Merle Evans and the band playing "The Stars and Stripes
Forever," the circus disaster march, over and over; Bill Curlee, standing atop the wild animal
chute throwing trapped children to safety; the Cote sisters, who made it home safely then broke
down when asked why they were back so early. O'Nan tells their stories with compassion--albeit
with a slight tendency toward the macabre.Moving, saddening, gruesome--yet car-crash
compelling--The Circus Fire is a gripping read. Highly recommended. --Sunny DelaneyFrom
Publishers WeeklyOn July 6, 1944, the big top of the Ringling Bros. circus caught fire during an
afternoon performance in Hartford, Conn., and quickly burned to the ground. One hundred and
sixty-seven people were killedDmost of them women and childrenDand hundreds more
wounded. When acclaimed novelist O'Nan (A Prayer for the Dying, etc.) moved to Hartford 50
years later, he discovered that the town was still haunted by the tragedy. His history of the event
is lyrical, gruesome and heartbreaking. At the heart of the narrative is O'Nan's harrowing, minute-
by-minute account of the actual burning, during which nearly 9,000 people scrambled to escape
through just seven exits. One boy saved himself (and hundreds of others) by cutting a hole in the
tent wall with his fishing knife. Another man literally threw children to safety before losing his
footing and perishing in the blaze. Above them, the tent canvas, which had been waterproofed
with gasoline andn paraffin, "rained down like napalm" on the necks and shoulders of the fleeing
crowd. By the end, O'Nan reports, the heat was so intense that people died not from smoke
inhalation, as in most fires, but by being cooked alive. O'Nan goes on to describe the bleak days
after the disaster, when local families set about the morbid task of identifying loved ones, often
possible only by using dental records. He also chronicles the four decades of detective work that
led to the identification (in error, O'Nan believes) of a little girl whose body originally went
unclaimed. This moving elegy does tribute both to the terrible tragedy and to O'Nan's talent as a
writer. B&w photos. (June)Copyright 2000 Reed Business Information, Inc.From Library
JournalThis is a vivid, sometimes harrowing account of one of the worst disasters in the history
of Connecticut and the history of the circus. On a hot day in July 1944, some 9000 people were
attending the Ringling Bros. Barnum & Bailey Circus in Hartford when a fire broke out. Mayhem
and panic separated parents from children, some people were forced to crawl past the big cats
in order to escape, and, in the end, many animals and 167 people died. Although O'Nan doesn't
really solve the mystery of the origin of the fire, his attempt to identify the culprit makes a riveting
side story. A novelist (e.g., A Prayer for the Dying), he provides a gripping, frightening account,
filled with impressive detail, that many readers will find hard to put down. Although a Hartford
story, this was a national tragedy and so is recommended for all public libraries.-DBonnie Collier,
Yale Law Lib. Copyright 2000 Reed Business Information, Inc.From BooklistEsteemed novelist
O'Nan turns from fictionalizing history in A Prayer for the Dying , a novel set in Wisconsin six
years after the Civil War, to writing a nonfiction account of a terrible tragedy that left emotional
scars on the community of Hartford, Connecticut. After becoming intrigued by the story of a
circus fire that killed 167 people in Hartford in 1944--the biggest disaster in the history of the
state--O'Nan was surprised to discover that no one had written a book about the incident. He set



out to do the job himself, knowing that by doing so, he "would assume the obligation of telling
hundreds of survivors' stories." On July 6, 1944, the big top of the Ringling Brothers Barnum &
Bailey Circus caught fire during an afternoon performance. Panic broke out as quickly as the fire,
resulting in nightmarish carnage as people stampeded toward the exits and were trampled or
burned alive. Body identification proved extremely difficult, and charges of involuntary
manslaughter were brought against a group of circus employees, who were found guilty. The
survivors were all damaged in their own way, and O'Nan fulfills his obligation by telling their
stories fully and sympathetically. This poignant, gripping book is certain to generate interest in
New England and beyond. Brad HooperCopyright © American Library Association. All rights
reservedFrom Kirkus ReviewsAgonizing hour-by-hour retelling of the worst American circus
disaster and its aftermath, seen with a restless, unflinching eye for the details--touching, ironic,
and depraved.The fire was the size of a baseball, a football, a basketball, a dishpan, a briefcase,
a small window, half a tablecloth. . . . One thing people agreed on was that it was small. How the
blaze started on July 6, 1944, in Hartford, Connecticut, remains unknown. At least 167 people
died, and several thousand were injured. The resulting bad publicity (and nearly $5 million in civil
judgments) not only pushed Ringling Brothers Barnum & Bailey's into receivership, it eventually
forced the Greatest Show on Earth to discard its sideshow and abandon the outdoor big top for
the gloomy (but fireproof) confines of concrete sports arenas. For novelist O'Nan (A Prayer for
the Dying, 1999, etc.), the event is a small-town tragedy that grew quickly into a national
scandal: the show business equivalent of the sinking of the Titanic, inspiring works of fact and
fiction and setting off a nationwide hunt for a crazed arsonist, 25 years of courtroom battles,
thousands of dollars in donated funds for survivors, and mountains of sensationalist journalism.
O'Nan finds epic pathos in the heroics of common individuals and circus performers (clown
Emmet Kelly and the Flying Wallendas among them), the bellowing of doomed animals, the
panic of the mob, the shameless buck-passing of local officials, and the disgraceful efforts of
circus staff to avoid responsibility. Fortunately, co-owner Robert Ringling's fatuous claim that his
paraffin-coated tent could not be fireproofed during wartime without military approval did not
sway a Connecticut judge from fining the circus $10,000 and convicting (and imprisoning) five
circus staffers for involuntary manslaughter.O'Nan alleviates his gripping, tragic story with wry
glances at circus history and its better-known personalities and performers, as well as interviews
with numerous survivors whose lives the fire changed (not always for the worst). (96 photos and
illustrations) -- Copyright © 2000 Kirkus Associates, LP. All rights reserved.Review“A triumph of
literary storytelling.”–The Cleveland Plain Dealer“An extraordinary book. O’Nan is amazing in his
handling of the abundance of fact, rumors and legends that have built up around this fire.”–USA
Today“[O’Nan’s]non-fiction is as accomplished as his fiction.... [The Circus Fire is] as gripping as
any thriller.”–The Seattle TimesFrom the Trade Paperback edition.From the Inside Flapd author
of A Prayer for the Dying brings all his narrative gifts to bear on this gripping account of tragedy
and heroism-the great Hartford circus fire of 1944.Halfway through a midsummer afternoon
performance, Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey Circus's big top caught fire. The tent had



been waterproofed with a mixture of paraffin and gasoline; in seconds it was burning out of
control, and more than 8,000 people were trapped inside. Drawing on interviews with hundreds
of survivors, O'Nan skillfully re-creates the horrific events and illuminates the psychological
oddities of human behavior under stress: the mad scramble for the exits; the hero who tossed
dozens of children to safety before being trampled to death.Brilliantly constructed and
exceptionally moving, The Circus Fire is history at its most compelling.From the Trade
Paperback edition.Read more
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schmatta, “It's Not About the Murders. An elegant meditation on how we treat the poor and the
mentally ill. This is an odd book. I would never have read it had I not heard a bit on NPR that
emphasized the philosophy rather than the horror of the crimes. Took a chance and ordered it.
Read it cover to cover. Tillman is a fine reporter and writer. She looks at the people involved, the
border town where the dreadful incident took place, the way different states handle the death
penalty. Her thoughts are deep, her sentences are lucid, and her sensitivity is finely tuned. And --
so important for a journalist -- she perseveres through her reporting, despite the grim and
tiresome work involved. I enjoy true crime books, but this really is not one. This is a book to savor
and to contemplate.”

Anna Lizer, “A Highly Worthwhile and Enlightening Read. This is a beautifully written book about
a very disturbing topic. The author takes the reader on a journey to understand the brutal
murders through the exploration of the background of Brownsville prior to the crime, the psyche
and influences on the primary perpetrator, the impact and varying viewpoints of those who live in
the town, and the effect of the building remaining or being destroyed. And the author raises
many questions about the many gray areas surrounding this ---- questions and not answers ----
that trigger the reader to examine his/her own beliefs about these things given new perspectives
to consider tough topics. What is unique about this book is that it devotes the majority of
chapters to giving the reader a large framework to consider the crime and aftermath, rather than
the crime itself. Further, it gives the reader much insight into the tireless work and dedication of
an investigative journalist. I highly recommend this read, and look forward to more books from
this talented young author.”

Nicky, “A Top Ten Non Fiction. I could not put this book away. Beautifully written, thought
provoking, and an in depth examination of the circumstances and people associated with these
hideous crimes. The author writing style is not one of an indifferent newspaper reporter. She
also mesmerizingly captures the ambience, culture, and attitude of South Texas. Fascinating.As
you progress through the book, you realize how badly our society is failing so many. Like
everyone else,Excellent. Beautifully written and mesmerizing insight into the circumstances
surrounding a horrific tragedy.Ms. Tilllman also captures the ambience of Brownsville, TX. ....she
draws you into the point of view of its people and  their culture.  .”

Maggie M, “A reporter's journey beautifully written. This book is a fascinating read about a
journalist's personal and brave exploration of a horrific crime and its impact on the community in
which it took place. Through exquisitely written prose, Tillman brings us along on her years-long
journey in search of possible causes of a triple murder while examining its ongoing effects. In
doing so, every perspective is covered: legal, psychological, philosophical, and personal. Like a
powerful play that causes an audience member to walk in the wrong direction upon leaving a



theater, Tillman's compelling story will no doubt stubbornly occupy your thoughts after you finish
reading the last page.”

Snowbird, “She writes beautifully. She does a nice job of analyzing the .... Laura Tillman does an
admirable in-depth job, grappling with this difficult and disturbing story of this horrific,
unimaginable crime. Her descriptions and details are very vivid. She writes beautifully. She does
a nice job of analyzing the family dysfunction in the father's family of origin.Overall, am amazing
achievement!”

The book by Stewart O'Nan has a rating of  5 out of 4.1. 99 people have provided feedback.
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