ROBERTSON COUNTY COURTHOUSE FENCE
By William Kent Brunette

(This appeared as a four-part series of articles in the Hearne Democrat in 2004)

The old photograph of the Robertson County Courthouse that hangs on the wall in the front room of the County Clerk’s office in Franklin barely resembles the building you see today.  That’s because when the building was gutted and redone in 1923 – 1924, many of the exterior and interior features were removed.  
The original courthouse was finished in 1882.  According to the National Register of Historic Places, “An iron fence installed two years later (in 1884) completed the nineteenth century work.”  

If you look closely at the old courthouse photo, you will see the wrought iron fence that formerly surrounded its grounds.  Rumor has it that step ladders were built into this fence at its corners so visitors and workers could gain access to the building and grounds.  This was necessary to keep the lawnmowers on the job - the sheep that grazed the grounds!  Old photographs showing these ladders are said to exist.
Robertson County Historical Commission Chair Cathy Lazarus and I recently found an old, almost forgotten cemetery near Elmo outside of Calvert.  The wrought iron fence around its graves was in amazingly good shape.  The gate opened without a squeak.  This wasn’t the courthouse fence, but it prompted me to think.  Wrought iron is very durable and lasts for ages.  Parts of that old fence have to still be around.  But, where are they?

To begin my search, I went to my primary source for all things historical in Robertson County – Bill Brunette, my 83-year old dad.  While dad and other old-timers recalled playing as children on the courthouse grounds, none of them remembered a fence.  So, the fence must have already been removed by the early 1930s.  

Did dad or anyone else remember any houses in Franklin that had nice big wrought iron fences?  No one did.  A day or so after my initial inquiry, dad called me back.

“Will Sandifer used to have a wrought iron fence around his farmhouse between Franklin and New Baden.  It was so large that it even enclosed some of the pens and farm buildings,” he reported.  
I asked, “Why did a dirt farmer have an expensive wrought iron fence around his place?”  
Dad responded, “Old man Sandifer was county sheriff back in the 20s.”

A quick check revealed that W. W. “Will” Sandifer was indeed Robertson County sheriff from 1924 – 1928.  The courthouse renovations were completed in 1924.  Maybe the fence was removed as part of those renovations.  The pieces of the puzzle were starting to fit.  Sheriff Sandifer apparently wound up with at least some of the old fence.  Whether he purchased it, was paid to haul it off, or acquired it by other means, is unknown.

“You’ve got to show me this fence,” I said.

“I can’t.  It’s been gone for years.  But, I think I know where some pieces of it still are,” dad said.
Dad led me directly to two ten-foot pieces of a rusting wrought iron fence.  These burnt orange and brown pieces of metal were welded onto a cattle guard.  They were a perfect match to the fence around the courthouse in the old photograph. 

These fence pieces were on the property of a descendant of one of New Baden’s original German settlers.  Dad and I tried to get him to donate them to the Robertson County Historical Commission.  Understandably, he wanted to hold onto them.  He did, however, loan us a small piece of the old fence that we could take to a craftsman to duplicate.
“By the way, where’d you get this fence?” I asked after we were loaded up and getting ready to leave.
“I bought it off of Junior Duncan several years ago,” he replied.

“Was this all he had,” I queried.
“Yep,” was the response.

“Is this part of the old Will Sandifer fence?” I asked.

“I’m pretty sure it is,” he replied.  “But, most of that was hauled off to a place near Kurten several years ago.”
“How many years ago?” I asked.  

“A good forty,” he replied.

Robert Henry Moore purchased the old W. W. “Will” Sandifer place in the 1960s and moved some of its wrought iron fence to the yard of his farmhouse on Dilly Shaw Tap Road outside of Bryan.  Since she helped clean it with wire brushes and paint it on numerous occasions, Moore’s widow, Janie, knew the old fence well.  She described it in detail on the phone.  Her description seemed to match the fence in the old courthouse photo.
When I asked if I could come see it, she replied, “I had Jerry (who lives nearby) haul it off to the junkyard a year or so ago. If I’d known you were interested in it, I would have given you the fifty or so feet of the old fence that I had.”

“Maybe it’s still at the junkyard,” I said hopefully.

“Jerry said they were starting to chop it up while he was still unloading it at Bryan Metals,” she replied.  A quick trip to Bryan Metals confirmed that nothing deposited there would have likely survived the week much less a couple of years.

To make absolutely sure we were talking about the same fence, dad, my sister Carol, my dog Willie, and I dropped in on Mrs. Moore at her Dilly Shaw Tap Road home one hot Sunday afternoon.  She looked at the old photograph and said, “That’s it.  That’s the fence.”  
As an added precaution, I showed her the piece of the fence that dad’s farmer friend had loaned to us.  She looked at it and said, “It’s very, very similar, but that’s not the same fence we had.”

The original architectural drawings from the early 1880s of the Robertson County courthouse and jail on file in the Texas State Library and Archives Commission in Austin show ornamental wrought iron at the tops of both the old courthouse and the old jail.  Mrs. Moore had always heard that the wrought iron on her property was from the old courthouse.  If it didn’t match the courthouse fence, maybe her “fence” was some of this other wrought iron.
As this lead into the whereabouts of the old fence turned cold, my curiosity turned to Junior Duncan.  Who was he?  Why would he have had pieces of the old courthouse fence to sell to dad’s farmer friend?  Most importantly, did he have any other pieces of this fence?
The county clerk’s office at the Robertson County Courthouse in Franklin is a treasure trove of information on local history.  While the office is normally a beehive of activities, County Clerk Kathy Nickelson Brimhall and her staff have been working particularly hard trying to dig up all references in the Commissioners Court minutes to the building and remodeling of the original courthouse, jail, and fence surrounding the grounds.

I’ve known Kathy longer than either of us probably cares to recall.  Several generations of our families have lived, worked, and farmed in and around Franklin.  Kathy was downright jubilant when she learned that I was trying to track down the old courthouse fence.  

“Why stop with the fence?” she quipped.  “I’ve been trying to find the pavilions that were on top of the old courthouse for years.  Why don’t you find them too?  By the way, I hope you’re planning on giving me whatever you find!”

Late one hot summer afternoon, I asked Kathy if she thought the Commissioners Court minutes might reveal something about the old courthouse fence.  When I returned to her office a day or so later, Kathy produced a typed index of all records relating to the original courthouse, jail, and fence.  To save me the trouble of having to wade through everything, Kathy had scribbled information on little yellow post-it notes complete with arrows pointing to passages about the old fence.

An entry dated the second Monday in June of 1883 ordered that the Commissioners Court “contract for a wrought iron fence around the courthouse square, said fence to be not less than fifty inches high with square pickets, some ornament on top, said pickets to be not less than 9/16 of an inch square, with three single gates and one double gate.”

A couple of months later in 1883, the Commissioners Court “ordered that Messers Fuller & Connaughton be awarded the contract to furnish and build an iron fence around the courthouse as per their specifications, said fence to be style 51, it being a three-rail fence, with 5/8 inch square pickets, ornaments on same as sample gates, with pickets 50 inches high for $1,840.”  (This would total approximately $33,000 in 2003 dollars.)

In another entry, the Commissioners Court “ordered that Messers Fuller & Connaughton have sixty days from the 16th day of August 1883 in which to have the fence completely set-up around the courthouse, and if they do not have same completed within said time, then the order heretofore granted allowing and giving the contract to said Fuller & Connaughton to fence said courthouse shall be revoked and they shall not be allowed the contract.”

The contractors apparently met their deadline.  On October 22nd 1883, the Commissioners Court “ordered that the iron fence erected around the courthouse square by Fuller & Connaughton be received as having been erected according to contract and that the County Treasurer pay said Fuller & Connaughton $1,840 for same.”

The inside cover of Richard Denny Parker’s 1955 book “Historical Recollections Of Robertson County” shows the top of an invoice from “Fuller & Connaughton, Tin & Sheet Iron Workers, Calvert, Texas.”  This firm was owned by Louis Trezevant Fuller and James Connaughton.  Fuller was born in New Orleans, LA in 1852; Connaughton was born in Westmeath, Ireland in 1845.  The firm of Fuller & Connaughton was formed in Calvert in 1873.  Ten years later and shortly after the courthouse fence was completed, the firm dissolved.  

Both men remained active and prosperous Calvert businessmen.  Among his many other pursuits, Fuller became a principal promoter of the Calvert Foundry.  The building that still stands at 502 Main Street in Calvert has the name “L. T. Fuller” written across its back.   Connaughton joined the partnership of Duncan, Allen, & Connaughton; the name of the firm was later changed to Gibson, Allen, & Connaughton.

No mention of the courthouse fence is apparently made in the Commissioners Court minutes for the next thirty-three years.  Then, on April 10, 1916, “the court contracted with F. Carpenter, of Franklin, Texas, to erect concrete steps at all openings in the court yard fence, at and for the sum of $149; he to furnish all labor and material.”

The fence remained intact for the next eight years.  On August 11, 1924, the Commissioners Court minutes read:  “After considerable discussion, the court decided to have the fence removed from about the courthouse except that part about the jail.  It was decided to use a part of the fence taken down to build a fence about the jail to prevent people from congregating about the jail and communicating with the prisoners.  This was done as a matter of safety and it was decided to have the fence put up about the jail as soon as the out-buildings could be removed.  The court voted to lease that part of the fence not needed about the jail to the Fair Board, for the sum of one dollar per year, this lease to be for an indefinite period and subject to termination at any time the court so desires.”

Information about the Fair Board is scant.  According to the Parker book, “L. T. Fuller fathered the Robertson County Fair that, with a half mile race track, exposition hall, grandstand, stables for race horses, and high board fence around the entire grounds, provided a show that was a credit to Calvert and to Robertson County.  It was in operation in the early nineties and was for several years well operated.  The boll weevil was the main cause of its demise.”

Since most of the courthouse fence was given to the Fair Board in 1924, it appears that the wrought iron fence L. T. Fuller helped to build was returned to his beloved fairgrounds in or near Calvert.  This may explain why either a piece of this old fence or a duplicate of it surrounds a set of graves in the Calvert City Cemetery.  This cemetery fence, however, is a couple of inches shorter than the one that surrounded the courthouse.

I attended the Robertson County Fair Association’s annual fundraiser in Bremond this past Saturday night as a guest of Brad Ely and Dr. Marc Catalina.  I met some new folks and ran into lots of other people I knew.  

After the basic pleasantries of “I haven’t seen you in 30 to 40 years” and “You were a beanpole in high school, you’ve gained weight” were exchanged, a dozen or more people asked, “So, did you find your own piece of the courthouse fence?”  The answer to that question will appear in next week’s paper.

Andrew Jackson Duncan, Jr. was known as Junior Duncan.    Many of his ancestors were from around East Boone Prairie.  Junior married Maggie Melcher.  They spent many of their years together in a white wooden house near the rest home in Bremond.  Junior died in 1971 and is buried alongside his wife at Bremond’s St. Mary’s Cemetery.

Several years ago, research into my own family’s roots around East Boone Prairie led me to Dora Jean Duncan (Mrs. Chester) Nobles of Navasota.  We share a common set of ancestors.  Dora Jean didn’t have a clue as to why Junior Duncan might have had a piece of the old fence to sell.  Since Junior and Maggie had no children, Dora Jean told me to call Jo Ann Duncan, the widow of Junior Duncan’s only brother, Samuel.

As I dialed Jo Ann’s Navasota number, I thought to myself, “This is a waste of time.”

Jo Ann informed me that her brother-in-law, Junior Duncan, was a collector who accumulated all sorts of things throughout his life.  Much to my surprise, she reported that there was a piece of weathered wrought iron propped up against a tree in the front yard of the old Duncan place not far from Kitty Kat Lane in East Boone Prairie.  She didn’t know whose it was or how it got there; she just remembered it being there.

“When was the last time you saw it?” I asked.

“About five or six years ago,” she said.

After giving me directions to the old Duncan place (which she now owns), Jo Ann said, “If this is what you’re looking for, you can have it.”

Since it was already getting dark outside, I would have to wait until the following day to learn whether I had finally found my own piece of the old courthouse fence.  The next day, my dog Willie and I went out to the old Duncan place.  I climbed over the locked gate made out of three old wagon wheels and saw the rusting metal in the distance beside the tree.
Was this a piece of the elusive fence?  I approached with trepidation.

Yes, it was!

After extracting the eight-foot length of fence from its tangled perch in some vines against the tree, I tried to move it.  It barely budged.  This was going to be a two-man job.  I jumped into my car that had been idling at the gate with Willie inside and the air conditioner on full blast.  I headed towards the highest nearby elevation – Red Hill.  Dad had often called me on his cell phone from Red Hill since it offered the best reception in the area.  This time I was doing the calling to report my find.

Upon hearing the good news, dad said, “We’ll have to take the truck and get it tomorrow.”

The air conditioner in my dad’s truck works fine, just so long as you don’t turn it on high and don’t have to stop or slow down.  If you do any of these things, it’ll overheat.  That’s the last thing you want it to do, since the driver’s side window doesn’t roll down.  

On the day we went out to fetch the piece of the old courthouse fence, the truck started overheating almost before we were out of the Hearne city limits.  After turning the air conditioner off, rolling the window down, and stopping by the side of the road for a while to let the truck (and us) cool off, we finally made it to the old Duncan place.  

Dad crawled through the gate while I crawled over it.  We carried the old fence piece to within towing distance and hooked up a chain from the back of the truck.  Dad hopped into the truck and started the motor.  As Willie supervised from the cab and I wiped my brow, dad pulled the old fence piece underneath the locked gate.  We loaded it onto the truck and were back on the road.  After a brief stop at Oak Grove Grocery in Owensville for handfuls of ice cream sandwiches and a couple of soft drinks, we headed towards home.

Upon returning, we stopped at the Hearne Democrat to make certain John Melvin, the publisher, was aware of this momentous event.  While John and others were oogling our dilapidated treasure, Paul Arnold from VTO Saddlery across the street brought his young daughter Sarah out to witness the event.  I felt like a fisherman with a prize catch.

This 120-year old rusted piece of scrap metal had become one of my most prized possessions.  Who cared that it was bowed in the middle, had several pieces missing, may have served time as a water-gap, and may have been pulled behind a tractor to level plowed fields.  This piece of history was on the first leg of its journey home – back to the courthouse grounds.
This piece of Robertson County history is now on display in the Robertson County Clerk’s office in Franklin.
(Do you think you have or know where a piece of the old courthouse fence may be?  If so, e-mail Kent Brunette at chamber@hearnetexas.info or call 979.279.2351.)
