
 

 

The Museum Table - Shrouded in Mystery 

Have you ever heard the question, “What’s the history of that object?”  That’s a fairly 
common question, not only in museums but in everyday life situations as well.  When 
entering the Research Library in the Pioneer Museum one of the first things to catch 
your attention will no doubt be the large table located in the north central part of the 
room.  It seats twelve, is very ornate, and measures twelve feet in length and forty-two 
inches wide.  A frequent question is, “What’s the history of that table?” 

Based on an article about the table written by Claude Swanson in the February 1, 1967, 
edition of The Sentinel, it has a very lengthy and interesting history.  According to 
Swanson, it was donated to the city during the tenure of Mayor W. L. Nicholas and 
served as a table for the Fairmont City Council for decades.  Some of the mayors 
presiding over the table included John Gorman, E. J. “Tech” Edwards, Julius Simon, 
Frank E. Wade, Harold E. Wade, W. L. Nicholas, K. M. Brown, John Brandenhoff, and 
Dr. W. L. Webb.  Those names, in and of themselves, are significantly interwoven into 
the fabric of our local history. 

In addition, a number of justices of the peace used the table during and shortly after 
World War I.  Those presiding as justices of the peace at the table included J. A. 
Everett, E. A. Luedtke, Arthur M. Nelson, W. L. Nicholas, and others.   

But the question remains, “Where did the table come from?”  According to Swanson, it 
was in the possession of Harry Serle, former Fairmont Justice of the Peace, Fire Chief, 
and Mayor.  But, how did it come into Serle’s possession? 

In a later segment of “The Lake Breezes Whisper . . . .” that appeared in the February 
11, 1967, edition of The Sentinel, Swanson quotes Ralph Parker, a clerk in the Fairmont 
Post Office in the early 1900s regarding its origin.  Parker stated, “A Chicagoan, an 
actor and politician of sorts, told Rudy Henry about the table.”  “I met the man – his 
name was O’Hara – several times in the company of Henry.  He is the one who told 
Henry about the table, and Henry told Serle, who ‘just couldn’t rest’ until he obtained 
possession of it.  What Serle paid for the table, whether or not he saw it before it was 
shipped from Chicago, I can’t recall.  But, this I do remember:  O’Hara told Serle that the 
table had been used by the city council in Chicago for many years, until the council 
became too big for the table to accommodate all the members around it.”  Rudy Henry 
was a Fairmont saloon owner in the early 1900s. 

Swanson estimated in his 1967 article that the table was well over 100 years old, 
perhaps dating back to the Iroquois Theater fire or the time when Mrs. O’Leary’s cow 
kicked over the lantern causing the fire that all but destroyed Chicago.  Additionally he 
stated it was handmade, is priceless, and that if displayed in a Chicago museum it 
would attract thousands of visitors.   



 

 

Although Swanson’s analysis can well be considered subjective in nature, whether it is 
completely accurate or not, it certainly adds to the mystique surrounding the history of 
the table.  Nonetheless, Swanson’s accounts regarding the table reflect the most 
authentic documentation available.   

The table was acquired by the Martin County Historical Society from the City of 
Fairmont in 1996 after being used in the office of the city clerk.  It now serves as a 
meeting table for the Martin County Historical Society Board of Directors, individuals 
conducting research, and for any other groups needing a table of that size for a meeting 
in the museum.  

For more information on this topic, to become a member, or to pick up some great 
holiday gifts, visit the Pioneer Museum in Fairmont. 
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