
Oneida native Howard Tibbals sees the Big Top
in miniature. Tibbals has blessed the world with

the last true way to experience the classic Ringling
Bros. anti Barnum £ Bailey Circus, taking visitors bacJr,

to....when the Big Top was the king of performance art
in A'merica. Tibbals' medium isn't a book or a filmed

documentary, but the world's largest
miniature circus.

By Brandon Lowe



N HOWARD TIBBALS' BABY BOOK is the record
of a trip to the circus at age three. Although Tib-
bals does not recall that trip, he does remember
his second trip, at age five, when the lure of the

Big Top symbolically set a lifelong passion in motion. It
was 1941.
While most children are mesmerized by the animals

and the clowns, Tibbals was attracted to the operation
of the circus - the hundereds of people, the ropes, poles,
tents, and railcars. Itwas logistics, notfantasy, thatlured
him.
That fascination has made him a vital player in pre-

serving the history of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum &

Bailey Circus. Housed in the John and Mable Ringling
Museum of Art, which opened to the public in Sarasota,
Florida in January 2006, is Tibbals' masterpiece. The
Howard Bros. Circus Model is a miniature circus that
represents the circus during its golden era from 1919-
38. The model covers 3,800 square feet, an area large
enough to park 11school buses. The model spares no de-
tail in capturing the grand scale of the circus produc-
tion.

Tibbals has spent countless hours carving and sewing
to create the figures and edifices ofthe model. Love and
passion guide his patience.
"In developing a passion, you divert your whole life to

it," he says.
For Tibbals, that passion began with fascination.
He was first exposed to the production process of the

circus as a child while summering with relatives. From a
neighbor's porch, looking through binoculars that had
been used in World War II, Tibbals could see the circus
being set up in the distance. He watched patiently and
closely, adjusting the binoculars so he could see every
detail, down to the st-akes that held the tents in place. He
had discElvered a traveling city that would impress and
fascinate him for the rest of his life.
"Our interests often coincide with how we're brought

up and the experiences we have as a child," Tibbals
says.

After that fateful encounter with the
circus, Tibbals began to save his loose
cha~ge to buy alphabet letters. He would
use them to spell out "circus" on his toy

trucks and cars. Every week he would buy new letters, at
a nickel each, until he got tired of gluing the word "cir-
cus" on everything.
Soon, he graduated to making tents out of string and,

by the age of seven, youthful fascination had turned to
full blown hobby. "I was intrigued by the logistics," says
Tibbals, who refers to himself as a mechanical person.
"If you look at all the facets, it is truly amazing. There
were 40 major tents that were all packed up, moved and
set back up every single day."
To help further fuel his passion, Tibbals' parents

bought him a subscription to Popular Mechanics, where
he read an article about a Wisconsin man who made cir-
cuS' models. Published in 1952, the article was called
"Here Comes the Circus" and described a 79-car model
circus train and the layout ofthe circus grounds.
"That gave me the germ," Tibbals re-

calls.
A later article gave the dimensions for

a model, at which point the young Tib-
bals started taking notes for his own
models. With a lathe given to him by
his uncle and ajigsaw from his father,
Tibbals started adding to the models
he started making at age 12. Some of
the pole wagons he made as a child
are in the museum today.
Tibbals, who owned a successful

flooring company in Oneida, cred-
its his father with helping keep his
passion alive, encouraging him with
such acts as sending his drawings
off to be made into blueprints when
Howard was in elementary school.
"Dad allowed me to express myself,"
Tibbals says.
By the time he made it to college at

North Carolina State University, Tib-
bals could not get enough of learning
about the circus. It was at NC State
that Tibbals met Harold Dunn, also a .
maker of circus models which he
would show at local department stores





Tibbals has handcrafted nearly 1 mil-
lion pieces to make up his miniature
circus, including 1,500 performers,
152 wagons, 7,000 folding chairs for
spectators, and dishes and tableware
to serve 900 people.

The model railroad layout has:
55 railroad cars, 850 feet of custom
designed 3/4-inch scale rail, 7,5000
six-inch wooden cross ties, 11,000
rail plates, 32,000 metal half-inch
spikes, 800 pounds of gravel.
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Howard and
Knoxville caterer

David Duncan
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"I .n developing a passIon,

You divert your

alfWld 'the countLY Dunn had everything Howard wanted,
from photos to parts, and became his tutor and mentor.
Together the men wpuld engage in exhaustive research to as-

,sure historical aCCllracy.When Ringling Br:os. and Barnum &
Bailey Circus wintered in Flm-ida in 1959, Tibbals and Dunn
took l~nch andbeertothe cireus' gatekeeper for 10 days straight
so they,could get inside and see everything up close. They inter-

t!'xI~w':,,' ~u~pnployees, mea~~red equipment and took count-
leK~ ai;, making the t1'ip several. fines during the 1960s.
Tib"b:idJ'hasmore than imillion phof{;sin his coUection.

ibbals11<1sstudied the details';ofthe circus with such accu-

racy that every item in his model can be,
and has been, packed into the accompa-
nying miniature railroad cars.
The circus, which made its public

premier at the 1982 World's Fair in
Knoxville, was for the most part com-
pleted by 1974. In truth, however, it is a
masterpiece over 50 years in the mak-
ing. He has had help, Tibbals is quick
to point out.

"You have to have people to help,"
Tibbals says. "A gentleman from
Pennsylvania, for example, carved
the bulk of the animals. It took him
one and a half years."
Today, Tibbals' passion seems to

be never-ending. He is currently
working on two 1913 REO Speed wagons that Ringling bought
in 1922. He has already put 1000 man hours into each and nei-
ther is completely finished.

Tibbals also"bought the full-sized private passenger car that
served as a home away from home for John and Mable Ring-
ling. The restoration project is part of Tibbals' ongoing com-
mittment to show the influence of the Ringlir:gs and their fa-
mous circus.
For the passenger car, Tibbals enlisted the help offriend Da-

vid Duncan, a local caterer with a passion for and expertise in
Pullman railroad cars. Duncan is also helping with a 28-car

/



Everytihi:a.g; ca:a.
be packed. "I1pi:a.tio
tihe 55 tirai:a. cars,
a1so i:a.d.ivid. "I1a11y
ha:a.d.·cra:ftied..

"When doeS o1\e 'be~e
t~e chance to \"C.: 1"

hObby to thiS\e'I~'
train that will be placed on two miles of track at the museum.
Duncan has built Pullman train models for years and is bring-
ing his kowledege of the construction oftbe cars to Tibbal~"cir-
cus collection. Hundreds of hours have already been,n~t~i}lto
that work. Duncan and Tibbals also solicited the expettiseef
Knoxville interior designer Todd Richesin, who matched_all the,
'original paint colors and wood samples. "It has been amazi~
to take that knowledge and apply it to such a great cause," Dun-
can says. "When does one get the chance to take a hobby to this
level?"

The levels to which Howard Tibbals has taken his hobby have
made him a moaern day hero to !hose who cherished the cictius
as children.
Within the muse,um is the' Tibbals l,earning Center, a3J),o.

square foot facility which also includes a full scale re3. '
Tibbals' workshop.
, They hope to break ground ground late.!' this year on a 1O,qOO .

square foot archive center' that will house his ~oster and Ph?~.o, ~" ~
collections. The posters and photos demonstrate the eirc,us' ....:,' ~ C!~ \ ~
influence on performance art and aclveI:tising. (See side-. ..aI~ \. 'i~ ..~~o~' 0'" ,

.. \.....J~. ~~ ~ V,\\\'i- ~

bar) ~""'iO..,.,.~~~:,<.>'~~li\>
It ,is breathing ne,w li¥: an,d in,teres.t in the.muslilU •. ", ~ '~:'-;~'<"o~(r~V'. x- . ~ 0,0 ~ ~

which pleases Tibbals.' to.; ,. ". ~t:,,,,~ <!> ~~

"Now my things can b' d as a resource to teach pe,:t,;.'t::'·.;:. C
about show business," Tibbals saY~. (3
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