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It is amazing what can come out of a time of tragedy.  There are always some bad things.  There are always some good things.  There are always some indifferent things.  Last Saturday night was a horrific time of tragedy in Indiana at the Indiana State Fair.

Just minutes prior to a Sugarland concert at the Grandstand Main Stage, with a storm moving in and leaving State Fair Officials in a quandary about what to do, a seventy plus mile per hour gust of wind collapsed the concert rigging onto the stage and the first few rows of VIP seating.  


Five people have been confirmed as fatalities and at least fifty people were being treated at area hospitals with injuries that range from minor lacerations to critical life threatening injuries.


The silver lining, as described by Lieutenant Governor Becky Skillman at Monday’s memorial service, began before the rigging even hit the ground.  Security Guard Glenn Goodrich was crushed by the rigging and pronounced dead at the scene.  However before his death he managed to grab a mother and her young daughter and shove them out of harm’s way just seconds before the rigging landed on him.


Among the others that were killed were Alini Bigjohnny of Fort Wayne, recently hired to teach seventh grade English at Wilson Middle School in Muncie, Tammy Vandam of Wanatah, Indiana, Christina Santiago of Chicago, Illinois and Nathan Byrd of Indianapolis, Indiana.


The silver lining is the best news to come out of this tragedy.  After the rigging hit the ground, trapping several people underneath, many of the concert goers refused to evacuate the area, assessing the need for help despite insistent pleas for them to leave.  Several of the Sugarland fans from the “Sugar Pit” ran to the site of the collapsed rigging and helped rescue workers lift the tons of steel rigging off the injured and trapped.

As Governor Mitch Daniels stated in a press conference, “it is in times of terrible tragedy the Hoosiers come together to overcome the odds by helping out their neighbors.  The Governor was not surprised that Hoosiers at the concert ignored orders to leave and instead pitched in to help rescue workers free those who were trapped.


Even though Homeland security issued a Level One Mass Casualty Incident order, there were not enough ambulances to haul all of the injured to area hospitals.  Some of the injured were driven to hospitals by good Samaritans wanting to help.


As the goodness of Hoosiers comes out in the time of tragedy so does the bad.  Even before all the injured were removed from the scene, the blame game was being provoked by area television stations who were reporting from the scene.


Even though several concertgoers were interviewed, and stated that an evacuation had been started prior to the stage collapse, reporters continued to ask the question over and over. Finally, they found a few patrons who were willing to say that no evacuation had been announced and that State Fair Officials had not asked anyone to leave.  There were a couple of videos that were shot beginning before the stage collapse that clearly showed fans leaving the grandstands prior to the collapse.  Yet for news reporters, it was not enough to report on the rescue efforts and the injured and dead.  They felt it was necessary during this time of grief and rescue attempts to provoke controversy and prepare the ambulance chaser lawyers for what I am sure to be the oncoming courtroom battle as the lawsuits are filed.

Many have said that the fans should have been evacuated sooner with the impending storm coming.  According to the official timeline of events issued by the Indiana State Police as gathered from their investigation, fair officials began contacting the National Weather Service for weather updates at five-thirty pm and were told at five fifty-seven pm that a severe thunderstorm WATCH was in effect for all of Central Indiana.  The NWS was contacted again at six o’clock and seven o’clock for weather updates.


At four minutes after seven o’clock the NWS contact fair officials with an auto dialer update regarding a severe thunderstorm WATCH.  At eight o’clock fair officials again contacted the NWS and were told that a severe thunderstorm would arrive at the fairgrounds at approximately nine fifteen pm and would contain small hail and winds at 40 miles per hour.

At eight thirty, fair officials began moving State Police into the grandstand to assist with an evacuation to the fairgrounds coliseum until the storm had passed.  At eight thirty-nine the NWS issued a severe thunderstorm WARNING for Marion County.  Indiana State Police moved into position to assist in containing order and calm as the evacuation would begin and at eight forty-five, the announcement was made that severe weather was moving into the area and included instructions on how and where to seek shelter.  This was at eight forty-five when fair officials believed that they had thirty minutes until the storm would hit.  Four minutes after the evacuation was announced from the main stage, at eight forty-nine pm, a seventy to eighty mile per hour wind gust brought the stage rigging crashing down on the crowd.


In my opinion, Fair Officials did an excellent job with the information that they had to work with.  They believed that they had thirty minutes to work with, not four minutes.  They believed the height of the storm would contain some small hail and forty mile per hour winds, not seventy to eighty mile per hour wind gusts capable of collapsing a stage.  Fair Director Cindy Hoyle was back stage at the time of the collapse and was visibly shaken by the events.  Undoubtedly if they had thought that there was any danger of this terrible tragedy actually happening, she would not have been there in harm’s way.

Finally, in remembrance of those who lost their lives on that tragic Saturday night, the Indiana State Fair made the decision to do something that has not been done since World War Two.  They made the decision to close the Indiana State Fair on Sunday to allow families, rescue workers fair patrons, fair workers and all Hoosiers the time to mourn and grieve for those who were lost and injured.


The Indiana State Fair opened again on Monday morning with a memorial service attended by more than five hundred people and missing several events that were planned for the rest of this year’s fair.  


Our Indiana State Fair has, for years, been proclaimed to be one of the best in the nation.  I believe that this is due to the professionalism and dedication of fair officials, from Director Hoyle all the way down to the parking professionals who direct us into the fair year in and year out.  I believe that professionalism showed itself many times over on that fateful Saturday night when the emergency plans were put into effect as the worst case scenario came true.  In my opinion, these fair officials are to be commended on a wonderful job before and after in the face of tragedy.

There are only a few days left of this year’s Indiana State Fair.  Let’s all show our faith and gratitude by visiting the fair and showing our support for the Greatest State Fair in the nation.


I will!!
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