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			Introducing the other side of the Ozarks

			Histories of real places do not customarily begin, “once upon a time.” But this history can begin no other way.

			Once upon a time, deep in mountain forests, magic coiled to the heavens like smoke.

			The water made the blind see. Tigers roared near a castle of gemstones. A mad doctor’s victims haunted a Gothic inn. Outlaws became lawmen; brothers in arms turned enemies. Homes of poets and artists dotted the hillsides. Twisting lanes passed moss-covered stone walls to the finest feasts and merriment a traveler could wish for. Oh—and there were fairies, too.

			Welcome to Eureka Springs, Arkansas.

			I shit you not.

			

			{ part I }

			Wherein the magic is found
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. The stone basin collecting the waters of Basin Spring is seen in its original, natural state in Eureka Springs in 1882.
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			Black Dog’s father, maybe, but probably not

			The beating heart of Eureka Springs—the source of its mystery, the witness of its history, the center of its activity—is a fount of water called Basin Spring.

			The cold water flowing from a limestone cave is named after a circular depression that has collected its waters for ages. Who, or what, hollowed this modest but meaningful bowl from the rock is lost to the mists of time, but it was probably not Black Dog’s father.

			In 1884—five years after Eureka Springs sprouted from the wilderness like mushrooms after a rain—Missouri lawyer J. M. Richardson said he recognized Basin Spring from a Native American legend Osage Chief White Hair IV told him.

			“The chief said Black Dog’s father, when a boy, scoured out a smooth hole in the rock out of which they would dip the water with cups; that the hole was about the size of the tin basins the White people washed in,” Richardson wrote in a letter. “The Indians, supposing the spirit of the great Medicine Man hovered round the spring, never camped near it, and never had any fighting near it.”

			Chief Black Dog I of the Osage Nation was a seven-foot, three-hundred-pound bear of a man. His true feats are worthy of legend, such as clearing a two-hundred-mile trail from what is now Kansas to Oklahoma, and constructing a cave that could hold five hundred people with food for a year.
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. The Black Dog statue stands watch over Basin Park in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, in the 1890s.

			He earned his name in a war raid on the Comanches, after his well-aimed arrow silenced a barking dog threatening to ruin the surprise attack. This was before PETA, mind you.

			The Osage hunted the area where Eureka Springs would arise, but the crazy-quilt patchwork of ridges and hollows was largely uninhabited.

			The lawyer’s tale may have captured the spirit of early Eureka Springs more than its actual origins. The romantic aura of an “old Indian legend” attached itself to many a nugget of wisdom or nonsense in his day.

			Indeed, as another story has it, tribes as distant as the Sioux in modern-day South Dakota sought out the spring. The solemn tale involves the chief’s daughter Beautiful Flower being stricken by “pain-in-the-bones.” Travel far, magic spring, yada yada yada.

			

			Eureka Springs does have a legitimate connection to Black Dog. His great-grandson John Moncravie lived in the city for a time, working as a fishing guide until his death in 1987.

			At Blue Spring, near present-day Eureka Springs, archaeologists have uncovered Native American artifacts going back ten thousand years. Its natural bluff shelters show the faded ghosts of symbols painted centuries ago. That spring’s flow of thirty-eight million gallons a day dwarfs all other springs in the area combined.

			According to the Blue Spring Heritage Center, the Cherokee camped there along the Trail of Tears, and the Osage used it as a trading post.

			During Eureka Springs’ early decades, an iron statue of a black dog stood next to the stairs of the Southern Hotel, keeping unblinking watch over Basin Park in honor of the city’s origin story.

			One Halloween, pranksters moved the four-hundred-pound beast to a pedestal in the park that had until that night supported an Art Nouveau fairy. (I told you there would be fairies.) The fates of both long-gone statues are unknown.

			Today, if you peer over a circular railing in the center of the park, you can still make out the basin of lore. Maybe Black Dog’s father carved it, maybe he didn’t. Some skeptics even claim that the basin is a natural—not man-made—formation. (Heresy! Even if some of them are geologists.)

			The large chunk of native quartz sitting next to the basin came much later. A New Age crystal worker who helped clean the then-clogged and mud-buried basin donated that one.

			But I’m getting ahead of myself. A lot happened in between.
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			Uncle Johnny
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. Restored and colorized by Diana Milania. John Gaskins.

			After the Osage were forced west in the early 1800s, the forests containing their magical spring became US government property and were opened to settlers.

			John Gaskins—Uncle Johnny to his friends—was one of those early pioneers. Born in Indiana, he was in his twenties when he and his wife settled along the White River about eighty miles east of present-day Eureka Springs.

			

			“I was very well satisfied with my new home, although the country was rough and the people even rougher,” he later wrote in his memoir.

			After narrowly escaping a flash flood that destroyed their first farm, and selling a second, more successful one, Uncle Johnny and his family set out in 1855 for greener pastures in Kansas. Hearing not-too-flattering stories on the road about trigger-happy settlers there, he changed his mind and turned back around.

			South of today’s Eureka Springs, he built a rock house, a traditional technique of walling in a cave or stone bluff to make a rustic home.

			In pioneer reality, if you ate it, you either grew it, herded it, or hunted it. Uncle Johnny farmed because he had to, but he hunted out of a primal oneness with the forests he stalked. His book consists almost entirely of recollections of memorable hunts.

			Deer, panthers, wolves, and an occasional eagle fell into his sights, but one prey in particular obsessed him.

			“The bear is the most formidable animal I have had to contend with, it has more sense than any other wild animal I have seen,” he wrote. “I have killed over two hundred of them.”

			For many miles around, if you mentioned “the bear hunter,” everyone knew who you were talking about, even if they didn’t know his name.

			“I often tell people that I have made it possible for them to raise children here by killing the bears and other wild animals,” Uncle Johnny wrote.

			On one hunt, he got lost and wound up at a small farm a few miles north of present-day Eureka Springs. The farmer, an old man, was looking to sell. Soon, the Gaskins family had a proper home and a bit of cropland to go with it.

			

			However—cue the drums, bugles, and horse hoof noises in the background—the Civil War interrupted Uncle Johnny’s pioneer Eden.

			“I was called to help raise the Confederate flag and refused to do it,” the Indiana boy declared, “telling them I thought it was not right to raise any flag except the Stars and Stripes for which our grandfathers had fought, and which had given us our liberty and our homes.”

			The Gaskins family relocated to Missouri, where Uncle Johnny and three of his sons enlisted in the Union army.

			Men from several other pioneer families in the area would join him on that path, but for a different reason. When a comet appeared in the sky not long after the war’s start, pointing north, they took that as a heavenly sign as to which side had God’s favor.

			Toward the end of the war, the Gaskins returned to Arkansas to find their home burned and their farm laid to waste.

			“But I was no worse off than my neighbors, and went to work again, and raised a good crop that year, which enabled us to live,” wrote Uncle Johnny, who was definitely a “glass half full” type of guy.

			Not many years after he rebuilt, a railroad purchased a right of way through his land and installed a rail switch, straightforwardly naming the spot Gaskins Switch.

			Gaskins hunted in the area that would become Eureka Springs, and was familiar with Basin Spring: “We often camped there, using the water for our coffee,” he wrote.

			Uncle Johnny would live to see a city of thousands crowd the dense, rocky forests he had trekked in solitude for so long.

			He would undoubtedly approve of his family’s homestead now housing the award-winning Gaskins Cabin Steakhouse.

			

			◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ 

			Eureka Springs city motto
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			Watch your step. No, seriously, watch your step.

			◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ 
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			Dr. Jackson

			I cannot say for certain whether Basin Spring tired of being a camp coffee pot, nor whether it summoned a wildcat to change the course of its history.

			But that cat sure did.

			Dr. Alvah Jackson, a buddy of fellow pioneer Johnny Gaskins, lived about seven miles east of him near the Kings River. One fateful day in the late 1850s, Alvah was out hunting when his three dogs stirred up a bobcat or mountain lion.

			After a chase, the dogs cornered and killed the cat in a small cave above a natural spring. When Alvah caught up to them, the dogs were badly injured, and one of them was trapped after the cat’s body blocked the cave exit.

			“There were large, heavy rocks in the hole that I could not get out without help,” Jackson later wrote, “so I returned home, but came back the next morning with my son, William, and seven other persons.”

			While breaking the rocks, his son got dust in his eyes, which were already suffering from an infection.

			“I advised him to wash his eyes in the spring,” Alvah wrote, “for I had believed for a long time that there were some medical properties in the spring.”

			His son used the water repeatedly throughout their stay.

			“The next morning, you could not have told my son ever had sore eyes,” Alvah wrote. “His eyes were completely cured.”

			A light bulb went off in Dr. Jackson’s head. Actually, light bulbs were not available yet, so maybe a brighter-than-average candle.

			

			He began collecting the water to treat patients. During the Civil War, he put together a makeshift hospital at a nearby bluff, where he tended both Confederate and Union wounded. In March 1862, casualties from the Battle of Pea Ridge crowded the narrow ledge.
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. Dr. Alvah Jackson, holding rifle at top, is seen with health seekers at Basin Spring in Eureka Springs in 1879 or 1880. No one knows whether the person at far left is a case of gigantism, an unusual perspective, or a double exposure.

			Alvah decided to share his discovery more widely. Fine druggists hundreds of miles around soon offered Dr. Jackson’s Eye Water in convenient bottle size. Whenever his supply ran low, Alvah saddled up his old nag, Ribbon, and brought some jugs to the spring.

			

			Dr. Jackson’s “cave hospital” would become the Rock House Saloon in Eureka Springs’ earliest days. Today, it sits on the private property of a bed-and-breakfast, but you can take a public stairway to peek at it.

			In 2017’s Haunted Northwest Arkansas, Bud Steed relates a story about an inebriated motorcycle enthusiast who did just that. The gentleman left the nearby Cathouse Lounge for fresh air, and spied a stairway leading up. Curious, he started climbing and found a historical plaque halfway up. As he read it, he heard moaning. Walking up and down, he couldn’t find anyone. When the moaning grew louder, he looked over at Dr. Jackson’s cave.

			Several men in Civil War uniforms lay on the ground as a man with a lantern moved among them. The confused biker yelled to ask if they needed help. When the apparitions faded out of sight, he decided fresh air wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, and returned to the bar a bit faster than he left.

			I’m not saying you’ll see anything like that, but the historical plaque is worth the climb for a glimpse of some of Eureka Springs’ oldest history.
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			Judge and Buck Saunders

			Despite the popularity of Dr. Jackson’s Eye Water, Eureka Springs would have never seen the light of day had a stubborn skin rash not bedeviled Levi Saunders in the summer of 1878.

			Saunders was a prominent shopkeeper in the town of Berryville a dozen miles east of the healing spring found in the wilderness by Alvah Jackson. Everyone called Levi “Judge,” though it’s unclear whether he ever was one.

			Judge tried one remedy after another as months and then seasons dragged on without relief.

			In April 1879, Judge planned a hunting trip with his sixteen-year-old son, Buck. Charles Burton Saunders earned the nickname Buck thanks to uncanny precision with a rifle and oneness with his prey.

			The day before they left for the trip, Judge ran into Alvah at church and invited him over for Sunday dinner. When Judge mentioned his rash that evening, the doctor convinced him to take a detour to the spring.

			Alvah guided them to the spot the next morning, then returned home. For weeks, Judge bathed daily in water drawn from the stone basin below the spring, and his condition improved. When Buck went home to stock up on provisions and let his mother know what was happening, she decided to join them.

			The family reunited at the spring on her birthday, May 18, 1879. Seeing their ratty tent, she sent Buck with a wagon and a pair of horses to nearby Massmann’s Mill, to fetch enough wood for a small shack.

			

			Judge’s rash healed completely during their stay.

			Judge was one of those people who knows everybody and loves to gab. Between his correspondences, and the sawmill’s crew repeating his tale to all who stopped there, the news spread like wildfire.

			When Dr. Jackson journeyed back to the basin on Independence Day to refill some jugs, he found twenty families camped near the spring, each with ailing loved ones.

			The ragtag campers shared suffering, compassion, and hope. They decided a spot this special deserved a name.

			One local tradition would have you believe the selection went along these lines:

			Alvah: “My good sir, we must name it Saunders Spring, after you.”

			Judge: “Why no, esteemed friend, that won’t do. It must be Jackson Spring, after you.”

			Buck: “I just learned about Ponce de Leon’s Fountain of Youth, which he searched for his whole life but never found! Why don’t we name it ‘Eureka,’ the Greek word for ‘I found it’?”

			A different version of the story has a Mr. McCoy being the one who offered the name, but sadly, the details have been lost. Knowing a bit about human nature, I can only imagine that it might have gone something like this:

			Alvah: “It must be Jackson Spring! I found it!”

			Judge: “Everyone came because of my story. It’s only natural to call it Saunders Spring!”

			Alvah: “But I found it!”

			Judge: “I’m the only reason any of them are here!”

			

			Alvah: “But I found it!”

			McCoy: “For cryin’ out loud, why don’t you just name it ‘I found it’ then?”

			The twenty families of newborn Eureka Springs could have had no idea what was headed their way. Within weeks, hundreds of people with maladies of all sorts flocked to the spring. Stories of cures spread to surrounding states. Within months, there were thousands, and a makeshift settlement of tents and covered wagons occupied nearly every available inch of the surrounding hillsides.

			The least fortunate among them, and there were hundreds, slept under the stars without so much as a tent.

			This was around the same time Eureka Springs recorded its first death. A tree, weakened by repeated campfires at its base, fell and crushed a Berryville professor’s wife as she nursed their infant daughter. At the last moment, Virgia Clark outstretched her arms, saving her baby. But getting back to our story …

			In late summer, the fledgling town got its first commercial establishment, a general store.

			Desperate pilgrims continued to arrive even as bitter cold descended on the mountains. Many trudged past the home of pioneer Johnny Gaskins along the way.

			“People kept pouring in, and in the fall and winter of 1879 my house was always full of sick and helpless people who had no shelter,” Gaskins wrote in his memoir. “We could never turn them away, and many times my wife and I had to give up our own bed.”

			By the end of the year, residents began gathering signatures to incorporate as a city. The county ratified their petition on Valentine’s Day 1880.

			The thousands of giddy new neighbors could scarcely believe it themselves.

			

			“Even a year later, the absurdity of building a city in such a place, with no inducement but the water, was talked of by many,” wrote early resident L. J. Kalklosch in his 1881 book, The Healing Fountain.

			Young Buck Saunders would grow up to become a renowned marksman, world traveler, and collector of historic artifacts. He performed with Annie Oakley in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West shows, survived the Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906, and hunted with Teddy Roosevelt. I shit you not—whatever did or didn’t happen that Fourth of July.
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. Early visitors to Eureka Springs camped in tents and wagons, like these shown in 1880.
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			Jennie Cowan

			Judge Saunders’s tale may have started the flow of health seekers to Eureka Springs, but Miss Jennie Cowan’s sealed its reputation.

			Jennie’s family brought her to the springs in May 1880. Spinal meningitis had blinded the twenty-year-old from Independence, Kansas, seven years earlier.

			At the time, the closest railroad ended in Pierce, Missouri, fifty miles north of the springs. From there, it was a bumpy, nine-hour ride in a horse-drawn cart.

			Much of that ride was over ruts in a narrow path through the Ozark wilderness, still very much the home of bears, wolves, and mountain lions. Horse-drawn carts didn’t have air conditioning or Wi-Fi either.

			The newly incorporated city of Eureka Springs, home to ten thousand souls, must have seemed a fever dream to new arrivals. Amid the remote forest, a ramshackle hodge-podge of shacks and tents loomed into view, jutting every which way along steep hillsides and valleys. They surrounded the original Basin Spring, as well as other springs soon discovered within walking distance.

			Every day, Jennie Cowan joined the eager throngs of the diseased and infirm. A line stretched as long as two hundred feet in front of the basin from dawn till dusk. Each waited hours to take a turn drawing water into a tin cup for drinking or a bucket for bathing.

			When G. S. Tibbs became the first settler to ship Basin Spring water to other towns, the only time he could fill his barrels was the dead of night. His beard would put hipsters to shame; it brushed the ground.

			After a couple of months, Jennie switched from the Basin to nearby Harding Spring. Maybe the lines were shorter.
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. Jennie Cowan is seen in Eureka Springs in 1881.

			On August 22, 1880, her cry of “I can see! I can see!” reverberated throughout the crowd. Their jaws dropped, and their hearts skipped a beat. Any lingering skepticism of the healing power of the springs vanished.

			“In the afternoon about half past three o’clock, sight came to my left eye,” Jennie later wrote in a letter. “Oh, I cannot express my happiness at that time! The joy this poor heart felt no human tongue can tell!”

			Many cures did in fact take place. Cutter’s Guide to the Eureka Springs of Arkansas, published in 1884, recounts dozens. Besides extolling the virtues of local hotels, describing the town’s layout, and giving travel directions, it cataloged a list of ailments and those cured of them.

			Here’s an example: “E. W. Briscoe, Eureka Springs, says: ‘I am from Chataqua Co., Kansas; came to these springs November 2, 1880, with Bright’s disease of the kidneys; had not walked for three months, being reduced in flesh to eighty pounds; am using these waters to drink. Am now well and hearty, weighing one hundred and forty-seven pounds.’”

			And another: “Mrs. Jas. Wright, of Buffalo, Sangamon Co., Ill., has been an invalid for years; had dyspepsia and other diseases; her physicians pronounced her case incurable, and said she could not live two months. She came here two years ago, and is now perfectly well.”

			And another: “John Evans, of Miles Co., Ind., says he has been afflicted with fever sores for forty-three years; both legs were covered with great running sores from the knees down, except a narrow strip on the calf of each leg; the odor from them was so offensive that no one could stay near him. He was cured in four months by drinking and bathing in the waters of the Magnetic Spring.”

			One more: “Elmer Harrison, the only surviving member of a family all badly afflicted with scrofula”—a bacterial infection more common back then—“feels that he owes his life to Eureka Springs water, and is now at home in Windsor, Mo., in good health.”

			

			Most who were cured went home, but some stayed.

			“N. D. Ingram, of Eureka Springs, had asthma fifty-four years; had done but little work for forty years, and none for six years; was helpless when he came here; doctors said he could not be cured or live one month; was cured in about six months. Used Basin Spring water.”

			When that same water cured invalid L. M. Rainey’s decades-long kidney and liver issues, he built and operated the Southern Hotel towering over Basin Park. He said he was able to do more work at the age of fifty than he could in thirty years. The hotel was considered one of the city’s finest until its loss in a 1932 fire.

			OK, maybe not every story was legit. Hucksters and frauds soon arrived.

			“There were first-class physicians here, but quacks in abundance,” early resident L. J. Kalklosch wrote.

			A bald guy left with a full head of hair after “taking the waters” a few weeks. His case made the British Medical Journal in 1881—but not for his “cure.” After a night of drinking in Springfield, Missouri, the man let slip that he was paid five bucks a day to have his head shaved then go around showing people his hair growing back during his stay.

			Magnetic Spring got its name from its rumored ability to turn ordinary pocket knives into magnets. I’m sure that started with pranksters magnetizing their knives in private beforehand, then proceeding to make a show out of dipping them into the spring.

			This was around the same time that Eureka Springs lawyer Joseph Morrison Hill organized a battle reenactment in a nearby town. The opposing “commander” went off-script, charging Hill’s lines and attempting to take him hostage. The unexpected commotion along with the firing of blanks spooked the horses, several of which were bayoneted in the ensuing mayhem. Tempers flared so hot that a real battle almost ensued. Hill much later went on to become the chief justice of the Arkansas Supreme Court. But getting back to our story …

			Countless people from all walks of life did heal a wide variety of ailments at Eureka Springs, notwithstanding the occasional tall tale. Newspapers all over Kansas and Missouri, and some beyond, published stories of friends and neighbors returning miraculously cured of chronic conditions.

			You have to understand something about the late nineteenth century. Antibiotics and pharmaceuticals didn’t yet exist. Surgeons had just figured out they should wash their hands before cutting someone open. Most cities were a clogged mess of horse poop and coal dust.

			Take someone with a persistent infection out of that bacteria factory, give them fresh air and limestone-filtered water, and make them exercise by walking up and down hills all day, and sure enough, miracles will happen.

			That’s one theory, anyway. Another is that magic was stronger back then because more people believed in it. If you don’t hold out at least a slight possibility that this is the more correct explanation, Eurekans might run you out of town.

			Of course, even magic has its limits, and for some pilgrims, their months here were their last. Among those were Texas rancher John Chisum—you may recognize his name from the John Wayne movie based on his life—and the esteemed Cadwallader C. Washburn, who was very much a real person with that real name, and that’s General Washburn to you. But their stories will need to be told in someone else’s book.

			

			• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

			You’re a True Eurekan if...
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			you use “up” and “down” more than “left” and “right” when giving directions to your house

			• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
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			Major Armstrong

			Eureka Springs was not laid out according to a city engineer’s plan. Or any plan, for that matter. The springs were on uninhabited land subject to squatter’s rights, which meant that anyone who put up a dwelling could become the owner of that spot.

			And so they did.

			Health seekers and fortune seekers alike staked a claim wherever they could. Shacks sprouted up in every location possible to fit one without sliding off the mountain.
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum. Major Armstrong was tasked with laying out lots and streets in Eureka Springs based on haphazardly built wooden shacks and trails such as these, shown circa 1880.

			As a New York City newspaper put it in 1882, “The houses rise tier above tier, and cling to the mountainside like a frightened monkey to a bareback horse, each structure being in immediate peril of going roof first into the gulch below.”

			The terrain was wildly uneven, so “streets” were any path a horse or mule could struggle up and down. Buildings faced every which way.

			One observer described it as “a most peculiar looking place, presenting an apparent disregard to anything like order and arrangement.”

			Eureka Springs has more than two hundred streets, but hardly a single intersection at right angles.

			

			Early residents gave Main Street the nickname “Mud Street” because every decent rain washed feet of mud into it. Stagecoaches driving down Mud Street would sound their horns so people could hurry to close their doors and windows to avoid getting splattered. In hindsight, clear-cutting the hillsides might not have been their brightest idea.

			Water Street got its name—that was its official name—thanks to being at the bottom of a hollow and more often a creek than a road. Nature has since reclaimed it. One street was so steep, the city later converted it into a stairway. Watching out-of-towners struggle to get their vehicles up Mountain Street from Main is a fun pastime of locals even today.

			Once the easy spots for houses and roads were taken, dynamite made more. As the New York reporter described it, “Each arrival may well imagine the constant sound of blasting to be so many salutes fired in his honor.”

			In the summer of 1879, residents formed a town committee to help organize the chaos. Their first goal was to survey the land and lay out streets and lots, leaving a small reservation around Basin Spring to nature. That was one of their better ideas. Spring reservations form a pleasant chain of “pocket parks” today.

			The committee selected Isaac Newton Armstrong, whom everyone called “Major,” as the surveyor. I wouldn’t be surprised if the major’s qualifications were that he was the only person in town with surveyor’s tools and the knowledge of how to use them.

			The seventy-five-year-old surveyor had arrived in August as an invalid.

			“I came here crippled in my back and hips from hard riding, and had walked little since last February,” he wrote in a letter to a friend. “In ten days after I came here, I laid away my staff and walked erect.”

			

			Armstrong’s job was to set out forty foot by forty foot lots and collect one dollar for each from the person who claimed it.

			This was around the same time that the town’s first postmaster was arrested by federal authorities for mishandling mail, and its first mayor was impeached for “gross improprieties.” But getting back to our story …

			Major Armstrong did his job well. According to early town resident L. J. Kalklosch, he did it a little too well.

			“He frequently ‘received payment’ and gave receipts for the same lot from one to three times,” Kalklosch wrote in 1881. “Owing to several claimants on the same lots, frequent disputes arose, and the Surveyor thought he knew of a healthier clime for him than Eureka Springs, but not until he had reaped a rich harvest.”

			There couldn’t have been too many hard feelings, though. One of the city’s streets is still named after him today.

			

			◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ 

			Eureka Springs City Motto
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			Guardrails are for sissies.

			◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ ◇ ◆ 
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			Mrs. Massmann
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			Courtesy of the Eureka Springs Historical Museum, and restored by Umair Graphics. Franciska Massman.

			I can find no record of Franciska Massmann chomping cigars and arm-wrestling lumberjacks, but I cannot picture her any other way.

			She didn’t come by her toughness easily. When she immigrated from Europe to America in 1842 with her first husband, Henry Haneke, a cholera outbreak killed 166 people on board the ship. A school of sharks followed, waiting for bodies to be thrown overboard. Franciska gave birth to her first child during that voyage.

			Franciska and her husband operated a boarding house in St. Louis until his death. Around 1866, she married lumberman Charles Massmann, and they moved to Arkansas to open a sawmill and blacksmith’s forge.

			Their first mill was just north of where Eureka Springs would soon blossom.

			The Massmanns flourished. At one point, they owned around four thousand acres of timberland. When Charles died in 1871, Franciska took over the mill’s operations.

			More than a dozen sawmills helped turn wilderness into towns in northwest Arkansas at this time. Massmann, petite in stature but large in gumption, was the only woman running one, but no man underestimated her twice.

			When Buck Saunders built the first shack near Basin Spring in 1879, Massman’s Mill was the closest source of lumber. Once hordes of health seekers began arriving, Franciska jumped at the chance to get a piece of the action.

			She had a reputation for staying one step ahead of the law as her crews cut timber on land to which she might or might not have had the rights.

			Legally, any land claimed by squatter’s rights had to be improved. Her approach was to clear-cut a lot, have her crew throw together a simple shack, and have dinner and a cup of tea there that evening. The next day, they’d move on to the next lot, and repeat the process.

			This was around the same time that miners looking for silver—in vein, and in vain—dug a shaft above Basin Spring that caused a drop in its flow. An angry mob of hundreds stormed over, “many of them yelling and shouting like Indians on a warpath,” a Missouri newspaper reported, “while ladies from porches and windows waved their white handkerchiefs in approval of the enterprise.” The stirred-up townsfolk filled the shafts with rocks and sent the miners packing. But getting back to our story …

			With her aggressive tactics, Franciska Massmann claimed much of the land of Eureka Springs. Meanwhile, other speculators asserted agricultural and mineral rights, and city officials applied for a “town site” land grant.

			The competing claims led to long years of heated public meetings and legal battles. A final settlement required an act of the state legislature, a marathon session to hammer out a compromise, a city vote, and an 1885 US district court decision. After Franciska’s death from pneumonia in 1906, her heirs disputed the agreement and did not give up the fight until 1910.
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			Thomas Campbell, Henry Johnson, and John Hallum
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			Photograph by Jude Gaillot. Artistically decorated replicas of the Eureka Baby are exhibited at the Eureka Springs Historical Museum in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, on May 19, 2023.

			On October 1, 1880, a well digger’s shovel hit something that would connect and change the lives of three men in Eureka Springs.

			

			“I picked the clay and dirt and rock from off and around the object and struck it again with the pick, when a portion of the clay or dirt sticking to the object gave way and revealed to me the leg of a child as I supposed,” Thomas Campbell later said in a notarized deposition.

			Breaking off more clay revealed what appeared to be a twenty-six-inch-long, eighty-five pound fossilized body of a small child.

			“The clay must have been brought from some of the caves about here for the purpose of embalming the body, and this may be a process of preservation known to the Indians who inhabited this country long ago,” the Eureka Springs Herald speculated.

			Another recent arrival, Henry Johnson, was impressed. He acquired a share in the artifact’s ownership along with Campbell and property owner John Hallum. They charged fifteen cents a pop to view “the Arkansas Stone Baby.” Crowds of hundreds gawked at the sensation.

			This was around the same time that the city’s first brick structure, the wedge-shaped Flatiron Building, was built at the intersection of Spring and Center Streets. That first Flatiron Building burned down in 1890, and was replaced by a second, similar structure that burned in 1925. The current Flatiron, one of the city’s most iconic buildings, wasn’t built until 1987. But getting back to our story …

			After raising admission to thirty-five cents, Johnson, Campbell, and Hallum toured the state with “the Eureka Baby.”

			“The supposition is that it is the work of some ancient race of people, probably the ancient Aztecs of Mexico,” the Russellville (AR) Democrat surmised.

			The trio sold their find to investors in Little Rock for $4,600, the equivalent of more than $100,000 in today’s money.

			The new owners took the Eureka Baby on the road: St. Louis, Cincinnati, Philadelphia, New Orleans. They worked President James Abram Garfield’s inauguration crowds for coin in DC.

			“Everyone should see the Eureka baby,” the Dallas Daily Herald proclaimed.

			Others weren’t so enthusiastic.

			“I beg that you will have the specimen destroyed, for if preserved it will surely turn up again to bother some future archaeologist,” wrote a skeptical E. W. Putnam, curator of Harvard’s Peabody Museum, after examining it.

			The Eureka Baby toured the country for several more years.

			The novelty would have been forgotten forever had the truth not come out many decades later: As Putnam could easily tell, the Eureka Baby was a hoax.

			In a 1948 newspaper interview, one of Hallum’s brothers-in-law told everything. Johnson was the brains, Campbell the muscle, and Hallum the money.

			Johnson hired a relative, a tombstone carver, to sculpt the rather ordinary statue and coat it in clay and ash to make it appear older. Johnson modeled his scam after the Cardiff Giant, a similar “stone man” that was “discovered” in 1869 in New York, and revealed as a fake
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