Arkansas Political History Audio Tour

Track One:
Join us on a walking tour of historic downtown Little Rock, noting in particular the sites
which illuminate Arkansas’s political history. Starting a la Petite Roche (the Little
Rock), this tour will guide you away from the Arkansas River in much the same way the
town developed. Business, commerce, and politics were concentrated close to the river.
Residences rose farther south, on quieter and higher ground. You will see places
associated with Native Americans, structures from Arkansas Territorial and early
statehood days, the Federal Arsenal (now a city park), development through the Civil
War, through Depression W.P.A. projects, up to the school integration crisis of the
1950’s. During the Nineteenth Century this original downtown area retained the
reputation as home to the politically and economically influential residents of the state
capital. Even as other neighborhoods developed and this area experienced transitions,
many significant sites were restored and converted into museums.
Track Two:
Begin the tour near the Little Rock in Riverfront Park, at the former railroad
bridge, now the Junction Pedestrian Bridge. If you want a map to guide you, get
a copy of the Museum, Art and Heritage Trail map, which follows almost the
same route as this tour.
Standing near the Little Rock today, and taking a 360-degree turn, it is hard to imagine
what this land must have looked like hundreds of years ago. Imagine it is 1722 and you
are paddling a canoe up the Arkansas River from the Mississippi, past mile after mile of
flat swampland. As one of French explorer LaHarpe’s band of twenty-two men, you
would have been astonished to see a rocky outcropping on the south side of the river,
with a plateau extending beyond. The only sounds would have been the water lapping at
the shore, calls of birds and other wildlife, perhaps native Quapaw Indians talking.
Imagine returning in the early 1800’s to this rock, now called the Little Rock to
distinguish it from the larger Big Rock upriver on the north shore. This land became part
of the United States with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. By 1819 the Arkansas
Territory was created, with the capitol at Arkansas Post, near the confluence of the
Arkansas and Mississippi Rivers. Soon, some American adventurers began to frequent
the upriver area. Ambitious for wealth and political power, they capitalized on the easy
access by water and the protection of higher land. Frequent flooding at Arkansas Post
caused the political center to be moved to Little Rock in 1821. Traffic along the
Southwest Trail, from Missouri to Texas, also brought development.
Imagine standing near the Little Rock at different times during the 1830's and watching
thousands of Choctaws, Muscogees (Creeks), Seminoles, Chickasaws, and Cherokees
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pass on their Trails of Tears. The “Trail of Tears” has come to describe the journey of
Native Americans forced to leave their ancestral homes in the Southeast and move to the
new Indian Territory, defined as “west of Arkansas” in present-day Oklahoma. The
metaphoric road is actually several land and water routes, all of which passed somewhere
through Arkansas. Between 1830 and 1840, about 60,000 Indians, African slaves, white
spouses, and Christian missionaries traveled by steamboat, wagon, or foot, with many
dying on the arduous journey. Using the Arkansas River, many passed through Little
Rock, particularly the Cherokee. In 1830, the Arkansas Gazette carried this news item:
Captain Johnson arrived at this place about noon on Wednesday last, having on
board about 100 cabin and deck passengers, principally emigrants to the Territory,
and about 200 emigrating Cherokee Indians, from the old nation, who are on their
way to the Cherokee Country up the Arkansas. (Arkansas Gazette, 1830)
Steamboats, pulling flatboats and carrying hundreds of Indians, docked at the Little Rock
to take on supplies or do business. Thousands who came overland from Memphis or
Arkansas Post encamped at the river opposite Little Rock. Some went up the Military
Road toward Fort Smith; others crossed by ferry and traveled to the southwest; and still
others boarded steamboats for the remainder of their journey.
Track Three:
Walk through Riverfront Park toward Markham, walking along the black fence
with the wavy metal decoration, beneath the vine-covered pergola, past the bust
of Count Pulaski, then pausing at the granite-paved alley behind the buildings.
The granite cobblestones remain as evidence of an original street in the fledgling town.
Buildings along Elm Street accommodated business and entertainment geared to the
boisterous river traffic, causing the area to be nicknamed Fighting Alley or Hell’s Half
Acre. The informal political arenas were inns and taverns until the impressive State
House was completed after statehood in 1836. You can see it four blocks upriver from
here.
Turn around toward the river and imagine it’s now 1884 and you are watching new
locomotives pull cars across the railroad bridge, anchored on the “little rock,” which was
recently reduced in height to support the bridge. You may also hear the bells and clatter
of the electric trolleys on nearby business streets.
Track Four:
Walk to Markham, turn left on President Clinton Avenue, and walk to St. Vincent
Plaza/President Clinton and Commerce. Cross President Clinton Avenue and continue
on Commerce to Second Street.
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In 1803, this land became a part of the United States with the Louisiana Purchase.
Arkansas entered the Union in 1819 as a territory. At that time the capital was in eastern
Arkansas at Arkansas Post. As you walk up Commerce Street, it is important to
remember how remote this land was in the early 19th century. By 1819, young men
(some with their families) began to come to this area. These ambitious young men were
looking for wealth, political power, and an opportunity to start a new life for their
families. Other settlers had been here, and it appears that the French called this area Petit
Rocher as early as 1799. The men who lived here before 1819 tended to be Frenchmen
who had married Quapaws. (Quapaw means “downstream people,” a division of the
Sioux.)
The Quapaw Nation had claimed most of the land in Arkansas long before Europeans
began to occupy the land. They claimed the land you are now walking on. As the
Americans began to move into the region, they tried to remove the Quapaw. The
Quapaw did not want to give up their land, but they had been severely weakened from
war and from disease. So, in 1818 they signed a treaty with the United States that forced
them to give up most of their land. The eastern boundary of the land they ceded to the
United States ran from the “little rock” south to the Saline River. The Quapaw Line still
appears as a survey reference point.
Track Five:
Continue on Commerce to Capitol Avenue (5th Street.)
As you walk up Commerce Street, try to imagine what this city looked like in the early
19th century. One early settler described Little Rock in 1820 as a land of
lofty pines and impenetrable jungles. The only buildings then erected were a
small one-story frame, some thirty by eighteen feet…and three or four huts built
of round pine logs. (Daniel Witter, 1820)
Twenty-nine years later, Ellen Harrell Cantrell arrived in Little Rock with her family.
While some things had changed, she found a city still in development:
The streets were partially grass-grown, with here and there an oak or elm standing
midway and outspreading its beneficent arms from side to side of the unpaved
sidewalks.
But even as she described the rustic nature of the city in 1849, things were changing:
Roses were nestling everywhere, one stately residence having a light wire fence
that enclosed the ample lawn, thickly covered with a hedge of wild Cherokee
rose, making a novel and beautiful effect…There were a few two-story brick
residences, with long avenues, hedged with flowers…Of public buildings there
were the state house, built in 1836; State and Real Estate banks, the United States
arsenal, five or six very plain churches, and state penitentiary. (Cantrell, 1849)
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It would be young, ambitious families who would cut down the trees, lay out the roads
and begin to build houses and businesses changing the face of this jungle into a thriving
nineteenth century Southern town.
Track Six:
Stop in front of 423 East Capitol, Trapnall Hall.
At the end of Commerce, the first house that you encounter is the Trapnall house, built in
1843 by Frederic Trapnall. The house was built in the classical style that was popular
throughout the country in the early 1800s. It is important to remember that none of these
newer buildings that you see were around in 1840. Trapnall owned this whole block and
was able to support his household from this land with it gardens and livestock. By 1850,
he owned 15 slaves, who provided food, clothing, and all the necessities of life for the
Trapnall family.
Trapnall quickly became a successful lawyer, politician, and large planter. In 1837, he
helped found the Arkansas Bar Association. In 1844 he had was elected as a Whig to the
Arkansas General Assembly. In 1850, the Arkansas Gazette described him
As an orator, he has but few equals in the state. He is distinguished as a lawyer
and a gentleman of intelligence. As a politician he is a Whig of the deepest dye,
the most active leader of his party in Arkansas. (Arkansas Gazette November 29,
1850)
As well as taking an active role in leading the state, he quickly saw the economic
advantages of the vast lands and began to buy plantation lands. By 1850 he owned two
large plantations and held over 60 people in slavery to work his land.
In 1853, he decided to run for United States Congress but suddenly died while on the
campaign trail. His neighbor James M. Curran took up the nomination, but he lost.
Track Seven:
Turn left and proceed to 615 East Capitol, Curran Hall.
James Curran, who was an Arkansas native from Independence County, settled in Little
Rock in 1840. He soon became a law partner with Chester Ashley and later George
Watkins. Ebenezer Walters had constructed this Greek Revival house in 1843 for his
new bride, but she died in childbirth. In 1849, Curran bought the house for his wife,
Sophie Fulton, the daughter of William Fulton, Arkansas’ last Territorial Governor and
first United States Senator. Curran died at thirty-three years of age.
A few years later, his widow married George Claiborne Watkins. George Watkins was
one of the first children to live in Little Rock. His mother and father brought him up the
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Arkansas River in 1821 from Kentucky. Writing in her diary, his mother Maria Watkins
described the trip:
We…proceeded on the way to the Rock, very slowly,, and many times my heart is
fit to break…On our way my son George Claiborne fell overboard, and remained
quite sick and very pale during the day. (1819)
After what must have been a very frightening experience, George Watkins grew up in
Little Rock. He studied law in Connecticut, but returned to Little Rock and began a law
practice with Chester Ashley. In 1850 he was elected to be the second Attorney General
of the state of Arkansas, and in 1852 he was elected to be the Chief Justice of the
Arkansas Supreme Court.
In 1884, Mary Woodruff Bell, the daughter of Arkansas Gazette founder William
Woodruff, bought the house. For almost the next century members of the Bell family
owned the house.
Restored in 2000 to its 1843 appearance, Curran Hall now serves as the Visitor
Information Center for Little Rock. Stroll through the gardens, with historically
appropriate plants and design. Come inside to enjoy historic displays and get more
information about the town and its touring opportunities.
Track Eight:
Exit the rear of Curran Hall, walk to Sixth Street and turn right. Then turn left on
Sherman and walk to 715 Sherman, Kramer School.
Turning left on Sherman Street, your next stop will be the old Kramer Elementary
School. Built in 1895 in Romanesque Revival style, it was named after Frederick
Kramer, a Prussian native who had come to Little Rock in 1848 with the United States
Army. After being discharged from the Federal Arsenal, he decided to stay in Arkansas.
and was naturalized in 1859. He was a merchant and banker before being elected in 1873
as the last Republican mayor for many years. His successful administration brought
improvements to the city streets, fire department, and sewage system. In addition to
serving as Mayor, Kramer served for several years as president of the Little Rock School
Board. He was so passionately committed to local public schools that on more than one
occasion he loaned money to the school district so that teachers could be paid.
In the second half of the twentieth century the Kramer School was known nationwide for
its innovative Early Childhood Development program. The building has been renovated
for artists’ living-work space.
Track Nine
Continue south on Sherman and cross Ninth Street to enter MacArthur Park.
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MacArthur Park has a long history of public usage. In 1834, a group of Little Rock
citizens formed the Little Rock Jockey Club to race horses, choosing this land for the
track. Citizens came here to socialize, drink, and enjoy races. According to newspaper
reports, the races were action packed and full of boasting and bravado of the competing
horse owners.
With confidence, I offer Volcano to a discerning public, as a Stallion of the purest
blood. I will run his colts against the colts of any other horse in the United
States…
(1835, Captain Thomas T. Tunstall)
But the racetrack would last only a few years. Arkansans had long begged the Federal
Government to give them a Federal Arsenal to protect them from what they perceived to
be dangerous Indians. Governor James Sevier Conway pled with the United States War
Department for protection:
We are a frontier people exposed to savage invasion and are often in pressing
need of assistance and protection which only the Federal government can afford.
The War Department responded by giving the city $14,000 to build an arsenal. Since
most of the Indians had moved to the west, soldiers had little to do. The building in front
of you was one of the original buildings, the Armory, sometimes called the Tower
Building. Later, it was used as a barracks for junior married officers.
In the months leading up to the Civil War, the Arsenal came under greater state scrutiny.
On February 6, 1861, the United States Army abandoned the Arsenal and the state militia
took over. Confederate Arkansas held the Arsenal until September of 1863 until Union
troops led by General Frederick Steele captured Little Rock.
After the war, life returned to normal for the soldiers at the Arsenal, but the need for
federal protection diminished and the War Department began consolidating forces. Upon
being informed that its small facility would be closed, city officials worked with
Congressman William Terry to negotiate an agreement whereby the federal government
would trade the Little Rock Arsenal and 36 acres to the city in exchange for 1000 acres
on the north shore of the Arkansas River. The area on Big Rock became Fort Roots.
Because the grounds had to be used forever as a public park, all the buildings except the
Tower Building were removed. Photographs show women in long skirts and parasols,
men with top hats, strolling along the paths.
Today, the Park is named after the famous General Douglas MacArthur, who was born in
the Tower building in 1880. MacArthur was one of this country’s foremost military
figures. His career included more than fifty years and spanned three world conflicts,
from World War I through the Korean War, the first war to use integrated troops.
MacArthur’s Korean War service is noted in the Arkansas Korean War Veterans
Memorial, to the left of the Arsenal Building. Much more information about Arkansas
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Military History may be found inside the MacArthur Museum of Arkansas Military
History, housed in the historic Tower building.
Track Ten
Walk to the left of the Arsenal building to the Korean War Memorial, then follow
the brick walks around the building and into the Park.
When you walk around the Arsenal to see the original Parade Grounds and the rest of the
Park, you will have an idea of the extent of the original military facility. In 1911, this
City Park hosted the 21st Annual Convention of United Confederate Veterans. Although
about 6,000 veterans were expected, over 12,000 veterans attended, with families and
descendants increasing the participants to over 100,000. Many traveled by train, arriving
at the Choctaw Station, now the Clinton School of Public Service. Camp Shaver arose as
a tent city, arranged by state, division, and corps. A grand parade, from the State House
to City Park and back, took two hours for all entrants to pass a given spot. The parade
crowd of 150,000 remained the largest in Little Rock until Bill Clinton’s Presidential
campaign activities. Other events for the convention included hot air balloon rides,
receptions, dances, with 5800 attending the Veterans Ball. The veterans dedicated the
Capitol Guard statue, near the front corner of the Museum.
The other large building nearby is the Arkansas Arts Center, created as a W.P.A. project
during the Depression. The original Little Rock Museum of Fine Arts was transformed
in 1962 into the Arkansas Arts Center, including an impressive permanent collection, art
classes, a Children’s Theater, and an Artmobile to travel the state. Winthrop Rockefeller,
the first Republican politician since 1874, served as governor from 1967 to 1971. As
governor, Rockefeller brought economic, cultural, and political change to the state. He
and his wife worked statewide to raise over a million dollars for the expansion and are
honored by a gallery named for him. He also promoted civil rights by appointing
African-Americans to state government positions.
Track Eleven
Walk around the Arts Center and its fountains (two right turns, west, then north.)
Go to the intersection of Commerce and Ninth Street, stopping at the southeast
corner.
As you leave the Park by way of the corner of Commerce and Ninth Street, be sure to
stop to see the Quapaw Line marker that was placed there in the 1930’s to note the 1818
Treaty boundary. The Quapaw Line extended due south from “the little rock” to the
Saline River and was used as a reference point for surveys. You will see it marked in
various other places in town. In 1818 the Quapaws were granted lands to the west of the
line. However, a new treaty was forced on the Quapaws in 1824, removing them from
their homelands in Arkansas.
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Track Twelve:
Turn around and look across the street to the right at the houses between the
corner of Commerce and the fire station.
The several houses between this corner and the Fire Station are excellent examples of
impressive houses built during the late 1800’s by thriving business and professional men.
Track Thirteen:
Continue north on Commerce to Eighth Street. Turn left and cross to the other
side of the street. Stop behind the big house.
Imagine that it is 1845 and you are standing in the backyard of one of Little Rock’s
grandest houses. Although it had a City Market, this frontier town doesn’t have what we
call grocery stores, home milk delivery, or laundry services. Everything necessary to
keep a large family thriving took place in this back, service yard. You would see
vegetable gardens, orchards and grape arbors, bee hives, a smokehouse, dove cotes, and
chickens and pigs searching for food. Barns and stables hold cows and horses, carriages
and carts. Areas are set apart for cooking, washing clothes, curing meats, mending tools.
And of course the privy would be at the very back of the lot, reached by a board walk.
This was an urban farmstead, typical until the 1880’s. Curran Hall and Trapnall Hall had
similar service yards.
Track Fourteen:
Walk to the corner of Eighth and Rock. Stop at the corner of Eighth and Rock
and look farther west down Eighth.
Try to block out the buildings and imagine that you are looking into woods. Over a
hundred years ago, the home of Robert Crittenden, one of Arkansas’s most famous
politicians, stood in a clearing. Crittenden was only twenty-two years old when he
arrived at Arkansas Post from Kentucky. Through family connections, he had been
appointed the Secretary of the Territory, later territorial delegate to Congress. He
correctly predicted that the capitol would be moved to Little Rock and in 1821 bought
land from Chester Ashley. Soon he built one of the most elegant Classical Revival
houses in Little Rock, similar to Curran Hall but larger. Crittenden was an early Whig
politician and was involved in many of the important decisions in the first five years of
the Territory. Crittenden made considerable sums of money from operating the only ferry
at Little Rock for a number of years. The first removal party of Choctaws on their way
west crossed at his ferry and came through the frontier town of Little Rock. The house
was torn down in the 1920’s for the Albert Pike Hotel, itself the site of many political
gatherings.
The Second Baptist Church, at Eighth and Cumberland, has an unusual history of
community involvement. Established in 1884, the congregation entertained World War I
soldiers before it was accepted practice. They developed a ministry to prisoners during
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World War II. In 1957 they stood for integration, not only of public schools but of the
church as well. Long-time member Brooks Hays led the movement and lost his seat in
the U. S. House of Representatives as a result. The church acquired the Albert Pike
Hotel, converting it to a residential hotel for special populations.
Track Fifteen:
Turn right on Rock Street and walk halfway up to Eighth Street, stopping to look
over the fence into the side yard.
You are now walking around the yard of one of the finest houses in all of Little Rock.
Three of Arkansas’s most important families have lived in this house: Pike, Fletcher, and
Terry. Albert Pike was one of the most colorful citizens of Arkansas. Born in Boston in
1809, Pike came to Arkansas seeking fame and fortune. In 1833, he made a splash in
Arkansas politics by writing letters in support of Robert Crittenden’s candidacy for
Territorial Delegate to the United States Congress. Although Crittenden lost, these letters
gave Pike a statewide reputation as an important writer. In 1835, he bought the Little
Rock newspaper the Arkansas Advocate and turned it into the leading Whig voice in the
state, strongly advocating for economic development in the state:
Give us two good banks, with a proper number of branches—open the railroads,
and in twenty years not a State shall compete with us. Our progress in population,
wealth and comfort, will astonish even ourselves.
(Albert Pike, 1836)
After opening his own law firm, he became the first reporter of the Arkansas Supreme
Court. In 1845 Pike and others raised Arkansas troops to fight in the Mexican War. Pike
was so critical of the Arkansas military leaders throughout the war that he had to fight a
duel against John Selden Roane to defend his honor. Neither man was hurt.
As the national crisis over slavery came to dominate the country, Pike grew dissatisfied
with the Whigs, who refused to take a strong pro-slavery stance. He left the Whig Party
and joined the anti-Catholic Know-Nothing Party. But after attending their national
convention, he found that they also refused to support slavery. He fought for the
Confederacy with Native American troops in the Indian Territory. After the War, he
moved to New York, Canada, finally settling in Washington, D.C. He then devoted his
energies to Freemasonry. He is the only Confederate general to be honored with a
monument in Washington
Track Sixteen:
Continue your walk, turning right onto Seventh Street, to see the Pike-FletcherTerry House, 411 East Seventh.
Now you get a full view of this grand two-story Greek Revival brick house, which Pike
built on a double block of land.. Many social and political events surely were held here.
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Briefly, the building served as the Arkansas Female College. In 1889, John G. Fletcher,
president of the German National Bank and prominent cotton broker, purchased the
house. Fletcher was the first post-Reconstruction mayor of Little Rock and also ran for
governor three times. Mrs. Fletcher, an ardent gardener, added flowers, a rose garden,
and the rare jujube tree. Their son John Gould Fletcher, a Pulitzer Prize winning poet,
grew up here. In 1910, their daughter married David D. Terry, who served ten years in
the United States Congress. From the dining room in 1958, Adolphine Fletcher Terry
and her women friends organized a campaign to reopen Little Rock public high schools,
which governor Orval Faubus had closed after one year of integration at Central High
School. For more information, visit the Central High School National Park Visitor
Center.
Track Seventeen:
Several nearby houses have architectural interest, which you may want to walk to
see.
Several houses on Seventh Street show outstanding architectural features. All were built
by prominent businessmen, active in civic but not necessarily political activities. The
Lincoln House, 301 East Seventh, is a fine example of the Italianate style. The houses at
700 Rock, 503 East Seventh, and 507 East Seventh exhibit subdued elements of the same
Italianate style. #507 was built by Robert W. Johnson, an attorney who had represented
Arkansas in Congress before the Civil War.
Imagine how life has changed from those early days of log cabins, horses and steamboats.
Now in the 1880’s we would hear railroad locomotive whistles and electric trolley bells,
and neighborhoods would have electric lights and public water systems. Business and
government thrive. The frontier town has been transformed into a vibrant urban center,
largely due to the rail traffic.
Track Eighteen:
Return to Seventh and Rock, turn right and walk to Sixth Street. Turn right again
and walk to 503 East Sixth.
Absalom Fowler was a prominent lawyer and land speculator. In 1837 he bought a threeacre tract and soon built this imposing Federal style house with its fan-shaped transom
windows. Fowler came from Tennessee in the 1820’s, quickly befriended Robert
Crittenden and entered law practice with him. In 1830 he began a twenty-year political
career, when he was elected to be Prosecuting Attorney. He served Pulaski County as a
Whig legislator and was a prominent member of the Constitutional Convention in 1836,
when Arkansas worked to become a state. He was later twice appointed U. S. District
Attorney by Presidents Harrison and Taylor.
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In 1851, an associate wrote that Fowler
is truly a self-made man—bold and determined in everything he undertakes—with
an energy that never flags, and an industry that never tires…
(Debows Review, 1851)
In reality, as the years passed, he became embittered by political losses to Democrats. It
was said that this large house had few visitors in his later years.
Track Nineteen:
Turn around and return to Rock Street. Turn right and approach Capitol Avenue
(Fifth Street.)
For the last hour you have been walking by some of the most majestic houses in Little
Rock. Please remember that most people in this city did not live in large homes. In the
early territorial and statehood days, many lived in log cabins. In 1824 at the corner of
Rock and Capital, one of the earliest families built a plain two-story log house. The
Watkins family had left Kentucky in 1821, coming to Little Rock by boat. Isaac and
Maria Watkins came to little Rock looking for opportunity. Isaac opened the first horsepowered grain mill in 1822 and soon prospered. He began to buy land and considered
running for political office. In 1825 he advertised in the Arkansas Gazette:
TO THE VOTERS OF PULASKI COUNTY
FELLOW CITIZENS: I tender you my services to represent you in the
Legislative Council of this Territory, at the August Election. One leading
question alone brings me before the people. A BANK, it is said, will be applied
for to the next Legislature. If elected, I shall oppose it with all the powers of my
mind and body. Should the people of the upper part of this county want a
division, I shall certainly feel it is my duty to support their wishes; and will do it
faithfully on all subjects brought before me.
June 29th, 1825
Although the Watkins were prosperous, tragedy seemed to follow them. While Isaac was
running for an office in 1827, he discovered that someone was stealing his pigs. He
believed the thief to be a young man named John Smith and confronted him. A few
afternoons later while Watkins was reclining in a store at Markham and Main, Smith
walked in and shot him dead. Maria remarried but her husband joined the California
Gold Rush. She died alone thirty years later.
Son George became a lawyer and was elected Attorney General and later Chief Justice of
the Arkansas Supreme Court. After starting life in a log cabin, he later owned Curran
Hall, which you visited earlier.
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Track Twenty:
If you look to the left, you may be able to see the current Arkansas Capitol
Building, some 20 blocks to the west.
Next, look to your right at the large, modern building on Capitol Avenue between
Rock and Commerce, the former ArkLa Gas Company, 400 East Capitol.
Not all Arkansas political history deals with elected officials. Many quite influential men
chose to work behind the scenes. Witt and Jackson T. Stephens had this reputation.
After a childhood working on the family farm, Witt and Jack became millionaires
through successful banking and investments. In 1945 they moved into utilities and
natural gas production, culminating in Arkansas Louisiana Gas Company, and the stock
market, now Stephens, Inc., the largest brokerage company off Wall Street. Witt
particularly loved hosting luncheons at his office suite, inviting celebrated figures from
politics, business, finance, law, theater, sports, journalism, church, and the academic
world. A nephew noted that Witt’s
…powerful and sagacious mind gave him the ability to recognize patterns of
behavior that was not limited to financial forecasting but was useful in
understanding the currents of politics as well as the continuum of history.
(Ray Thornton, Arkansas Biography)
Although he served in the Arkansas legislature for two terms, Stephens preferred to be a
“king maker.” For fifty years he raised funds for and backed candidates at all levels of
government, including governors Homer Atkins, Sid McMath, Orval Faubus, and Bill
Clinton.
Track Twenty-one:
Continue north on Rock. Turn left on Third Street and walk to Cumberland.
Cross the street to the Historic Arkansas Museum, 200 East Third Street.
Historic Arkansas Museum may be viewed either from the west side of Cumberland
Street, walking toward Markham, or from the Atrium of the museum building, accessed
in the middle of the block.
21 A: Walk along Cumberland Street toward Second Street.
The oldest neighborhood in Little Rock is now a part of the Historic Arkansas Museum.
At the corner of 3rd and Cumberland rests the oldest structure in Little Rock and one of
the oldest in the state. Jesse Hinderliter built his two-story Grog Shop here in two phases,
the east end about 1827 and the west end around 1832. Immigrants moved into the
territory of Arkansas for land and opportunity, and many who traveled through Little
Rock visited Hinderliter's. The grog shop or tavern was one of the important social
institutions on the frontier. The Historic Arkansas Museum (first called the Arkansas
Territorial Restoration) began as the earliest restoration project in Little Rock, funded
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from private sources, the state of Arkansas and the W.P.A., a Depression-era public
works agency of the federal government.
The brick structure mid-block was built by Scottish stonemason Robert Brownlee in the
1840s. Brownlee was one of many skilled artisans who moved west to find the right
opportunity. He arrived in Little Rock in January, 1838, and helped complete the State
House, now the Old State House. He tried his hand at quarrying, mining, brick masonry,
and farming before joining the Gold Rush in 1849. He built this house for his brother and
was living here when he read about gold being found in California.
William E. Woodruff, the founder of the Arkansas Gazette, printed the newspaper here
on the north end of the block from 1824 to 1827. For a decade the Gazette was the only
paper in Little Rock, which made Woodruff one of the most influential people in the
territory, a role he continued to play when Arkansas became a state. The museum's print
shop features a reproduction Ramage printing press, just like the press that
Woodruff brought to Arkansas. In 1836 Woodruff was elected the first treasurer of the
State of Arkansas, but his political power came from his effective advocacy for
his friends throughout the antebellum period.
In addition to publishing the newspaper, Woodruff bought the ferry, which crossed to the
north shore, and introduced the first steam ferry at Little Rock. He also maintained
warehouses, livestock corrals, and a house of entertainment on the north side. During the
1830s he made vast sums of money from Indian removal, furnishing supplies, printing
under government contracts, and ferrying removal parties of Choctaws and Chickasaws
who crossed at Little Rock on their way west. Governor Conway’s business interests
similarly profited during the Removal.
Across Second Street, the Museum has recreated an antebellum farmstead, with a group
of 19th century structures surrounded by a rail fence, where the museum offers hands-on
experiences for students. The Museum has the primary collection of the work of
Arkansas's artists and artisans, with Arkansas-made paintings, firearms, pottery,
furniture, silver, and an important collection of bowie knives, sometimes called the
“Arkansas toothpick.”
The Museum galleries are open to the public, and it offers tours inside the restored
houses.
21 B: Continue on Third Street to the Atrium entrance of the Museum.
The atrium entrance to the Historic Arkansas Museum is actually the alley of Block 32,
Original City of Little Rock. The museum, sometimes lovingly called "HAM," features
the state's primary collection of the Arkansas toothpick, or bowie knife, as well
as paintings, firearms, pottery, silver, and furniture, made in the state. Changing exhibits
and educational programming are available here, as well as the opportunity to peer into
the backyards of Little Rock's oldest neighborhood.
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The museum grounds include the Hinderliter Grog Shop, the oldest structure in Little
Rock, and the Woodruff printshop, on the site where William E. Woodruff printed
the Arkansas Gazette. Mid-block and most prominent from the alley is the Brownlee
House backyard, which has recently been restored. Both archival and archeological
research were required for the reconstruction of both the kitchen and the smokehouse. In
the frontier period, the yard was an important part of the functioning household.
As one leaves the atruim, the 1840 McVicar House will be on the right. James McVicar
served as superintendent of the state prison and was elected captain of the Little Rock and
California Company to the Gold Rush. The interior has been accurately restored and
furnished, while the exterior still reflects the taste and vision of Louise Loughborough,
the founder of the Museum.
Across the street is the Plum Bayou Farmstead, an accumulation of 19th century
structures which present the farming traditions of early Arkansas. Unknown pioneers
built the house of huge cypress logs before the Civil War. For a time this was the
"plantation house" of a large farm in Scott, Arkansas. Included in the setting are
a smokehouse, barn, and slave quarters.
The Museum galleries are open to the public and offers tours inside these restored
houses.
Track Twenty-two:
Cross Second Street and walk through the split-rail fence and onto the gravel
path, Stop in the parking lot between the two brick buildings.
On this site stood the house of Chester Ashley, the foundations of which were uncovered
during preparations for the parking lot. The east foundation is marked in brick of the
west side of the parking lot, with a portion of the basement wall exposed in the exterior
stairwell. Chester Ashley was one of founders of Little Rock, later a U. S. Senator from
Arkansas who urged annexation of Republic of Texas. His grand house was appropriated
by General Steele during the Confederate occupation of the town.
Progressive and paternalistic as were some other large slave holders, in 1854 he donated
land to a group of black Methodists to build a church at Eighth and Broadway. He also
provided in the early 1860s a block of property at 10th and Broadway for a former slave
and his family. William Wallace Andrews had served as the Ashley family’s butler, a
position of responsibility that commanded respect among both black and white residents
of Little Rock. Other former slaves built homes west of Broadway, between 9th and 10th,
providing impetus for the creation of a predominantly black section at the southwestern
edge of Little Rock. Andrews’s daughter Charlotte Stephens became Little Rock’s first
black public school teacher, honored with a school named after her. Another future
leader from this community was John E. Bush, who guided the Republican Party in
Arkansas.
Bush also co-founded the Mosaic Templars of America, a black
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fraternal/insurance organization, described as large and more influential in the early 20th
century than the NAACP.
The creation of Interstate 630 destroyed much of the vibrant black business and
entertainment district. Today, the Mosaic Templars Museum occupies the site of the
thriving black insurance company and social venue. For more information about black
history in Little Rock, visit the Mosaic Templars Museum (which will open in the fall of
2008) and the Central High School National Historic Site Visitor Center.
.
Track Twenty-three:
This is the end of the Arkansas Political History audio tour. You may return to “the Little
Rock” in Riverfront Park by crossing Markham. Do you want to learn more? Then
please go to Markham, turn left and walk four blocks to visit the Old State House
Museum (300 West Markham.) In addition to changing exhibits, you may see our First
Ladies’ inaugural ball gowns, and a replica of the White House Oval Office during
President Bill Clinton’s tenure. Or you may learn more about the Arkansan’s entire
Presidency at the Clinton Presidential Library and Park, several blocks to the east.
Thanks for sharing your time with us for an Arkansas Political History experience.
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