Figure 8-16: Unknown Artist, The Arkansas Traveller on his weary way finds comfort in Chas.
Counselman Co’s Royal Hams, Trade Card, ca. 1880

Ultimately, the images of western settlers gave way to images of cowboys, most

famously by Frederic Remington and Charles Russell.’**

The image of the cowboy drew more
closely to the frontier myth and had the added benefit of explicitly portraying white men in battle
with Indians, bringing the frontier myth to its zenith. Remington’s 4 Dash for the Timber, 1889,

reasserts the epic battle between the white cowboys and the Indian aggressors, here the Apaches.

>42 Blaise Ducos, Guillaume Faroult, Kevin M Murphy, Stephanie Meyer Heydt, and Peter John

Brownlee, American Encounters: Genre Painting and Everyday Life, (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2012), 11.
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Figure 8-17: Frederic Remington, A Dash for the Timber, 1889, Amon Carter Museum of
American Art.

While images of the imagined west reached an eager audience, the fortunes of Arkansas,
a state no longer recognized as south or west, continued to plummet. In 1855, the future of
Arkansas had seemed bright. The Boston based Baillou’s Pictorial had exclaimed:
The future destiny of Arkansas, it is safe to predict, will be a brilliant one. Her forests are
fast falling before the sturdy settlers, and soon the unbroken wilderness will be reclaimed.
“Westward the star of empire takes its way;” and Arkansas, ere the close of the present
century, will be the very heart of our republic.’*’
This vision was not to be and Arkansas struggled with both its identity and its economy after the
war. The state also struggled to understand the role of its most famous image, the Arkansas

Traveler. By the late 19" century, Arkansans lamented the role of the traveler in creating a poor

image of the state. They no longer remembered the political origins of the tale nor the meaning

33 «Arkansas,” Ballou’s Pictorial, April 7, 1855.
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of the image. It was the unsavory character, rather than the cultured planter, that became
symbolic of Arkansas whether he was pictured as the squatter or as the traveler on the horse.
In 1875, Arkansas was emerging from reconstruction battered and bruised. The state had

amassed more than ten million dollars in debt.’**

However, Augustus H. Garland became the
11th Governor of Arkansas and hopes for Arkansas’s future were once again restored. >**The
country was preparing for the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia and Arkansas was
determined to make an impressive presence. Garland obtained a Senate appropriation of fifteen
thousand dollars for the Arkansas Building, no small amount at this time. >*® Visitors enjoyed
exhibits created to promote state resources in timber, minerals and agriculture. Accounts of the
exhibit indicated that the Arkansas Traveler was still popular in 1876 within the state. A piano
in the women’s reception room proved so popular that “the sight of it moved so many persons to
sit down and render “Arkansas Traveler,” the strains came from the building all hours of the
day.”*” A portrait of Sanford Faulkner was included among those of Arkansas Gentlemen,
along with a “creditable copy of the famous painting, ‘The Arkansas Traveler’.”>*® The
organizers of the Arkansas Delegation had commissioned James Fortenbury to paint a version of
the Arkansas Traveler based upon the Grozelier Lithograph. The commissioning of the painting

for this event perceived to be so important to Arkansas’s future demonstrates that, despite the

obscuring of its meanings, the image was popular in 1876.

>4 Whayne et al., Arkansas, 238.

> Carl Moneyhon, Arkansas and the New South 1874-1929, (Fayetteville: University of
Arkansas Press, 1997), 3.

>4 Diana Sherwood, “Arkansas at the First World Fair,” Arkansas Gazette Magazine. May 27,
1934.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.
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However, the 1876 Exposition appears to have been the moment in which Arkansans
understood the new meaning of the image. A later Arkansas Gazette article about the fair quoted
a Mrs. Belcher as saying “she hated the conversation painted in; she feared it would give the
wrong impression of Arkansas people.” >* After the exposition, Fortenbury expected to sell his
painting for well more than a hundred dollars but enthusiasm for the image was already
diminished. *° The Gazette noted:

The sale of Mr. Fortenbury’s pictures did not result in a bonanza for the artist, and

the bidding and sales were fair evidences of the stringency of the money market and

a determination on the part of the lovers of fine arts to hold onto their surplus cash.

The “Arkansas Traveler” for which Mr. F. had repeatedly been offered $100, was

knocked down for $50....Many of the pictures did not net the price of the frames in
which they were enclosed””"

One of the first recorded cracks in the enthusiasm for the painting within the state came

in 1877 with an article in the Arkansas Gazette by James Dye.’*?

Dye remarked on the wisdom
of appropriating funds for the Arkansas Building at the Centennial. He concluded that the money
was well spent as advertising for the state. He notes that the only previous advertisement of
“really wide and extensive circulation, was the famous picture of the “Arkansas Traveler”. This
is somewhat ironic as the Fortenbury picture was hanging in the Arkansas Building.
Nevertheless, he went on to note of the picture:

It has provoked many a hearty laugh at home and abroad, but the injury we have

sustained by it is incalculable. It gave us character abroad, it is true, but it was for

shiftlessness, indolence and improvidence. When they look at it and think of us, they

have visions of rude, floorless, half-covered and illy-constructed huts; of fiddles, whisky,
shot-guns, pistols, coonskin caps and dogs, and of ignorant and sadly neglected children.

> Tbid.

30 Arkansas Gazette, February 17, 1877.

> bid., August 3, 1877.

>>2 James Dye, “A Suggestion — What Say the Press of the State?” Arkansas Gazette, July 21,
1877.
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Dye maintained that the image of the Arkansas Traveler had discouraged emigration to the state
and remarked that Arkansans needed to disabuse other states of the image conveyed by the
picture.

James Dye may have initiated the murmur of criticism for the Arkansas Traveler but the
real wave of opinion against it came closer to the turn of the new century and much of it built

upon his argument. The 1880s and 90s were marked by a farming crisis in the state. >

Despite
Dye’s protests that the Arkansas Traveler had stopped immigration to the state, by this period
immigration had been strong and was creating problems. The rural population was growing due
to the influx and natural increases yet good farmland was limited in the state. This resulted in a
decline in the size of farms. Years of bad weather in the 1880s combined with the decline in
farm size led to a burgeoning tenant class that was increasingly impoverished. This poverty was
related to malnutrition, lack of sanitary conditions and, ultimately, disease. Many rural
Arkansans suffered from typhoid fever, malaria, or yellow fever.”>* Given these conditions it is
not surprising that when Arkansans looked at the painting in the early 1890s they despaired at
what they saw. More people than ever now resembled the poverty stricken squatter.

In 1895, William H. Edmonds published a booklet entitled The Truth about Arkansas. While
Edmonds gave his motive as responding to negative press about Arkansas in one of the New
York dailies, it must be noted that this document is a printed advertisement for the Cotton Belt
Railroad encouraging immigration. He asserted:

Probably no other State are there so many misconceptions and so many
inaccurate popular ideas as about Arkansas. The State has a large area of swamp,

and the conditions existing in those regions have in the popular mind given
character to the whole State. The chronicler of the wanderings of that noted

>3 Carl Moneyhon. Arkansas and the New South 1874-1929, 64-65.
> Ibid., 67
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personage, “The Arkansaw Traveler,” for example, may be said to have cost the
State millions of dollars.”

Edmunds is widely quoted as evidence for the impact of the Arkansas Traveler upon the state’s
economy. Edmunds used an unnamed newspaper as his source for the negative quotes about
Arkansas, all of which work to depict Arkansas as a swamp populated by poor whites:

For miles, on either side of the river, the low marshy land stretches away into the
distance, scarcely higher than the river itself. Here and there is a little forest, the
trunks of the trees submerged in mud and stagnant water. The few houses that mark
little villages like Ouachita City, Log Town and Charlie V., are for the most part
frame boxes raised aloft on four poles, after the plan adopted by New York farmers
to keep their granaries out of reach of the rats. This plan is followed as protection
against the spring floods. The cabins along the banks of the river are wretched-
looking hovels, inhabited by negroes, or by what are known throughout the cotton
country as poor white trash.”°

News coverage of Arkansas from other states did contain the stereotypes that Edmunds
refers to. Like those that plagued Arkansas in the territorial period, stories published in the form
of travel diaries appear as most harsh. William Drysdale, a writer for the New York Times,
published several stories in the 1880s about his travels through Arkansas. With titles like “The
Big Arkansas Swamp: Half a Day in the Home of Yellow Death” there is no doubt that his
writings and others like them helped to continue the negative image of Arkansas throughout the
latter part of the century. In this particular article he paints the state as a barren wasteland with
wretched inhabitants and the ubiquitous log cabin:

It is not one big bog of utterly worthless land, uninhabited and desolate; it has some

widely separated bits of arable land, on which settlers live and this makes it so much

the more lonely and depressing thinking of those poor wretches who are trying to

wring the trifle which they consider ‘a living’ out of the shiny soil. The best building

all through the swamp was a log cabin, and there were very few even of them. There

were fields of cotton, surrounded by miles of forest and swamp. There was
occasionally a station, a board shanty, with a half a dozen walking corpses leaning

> William H. Edmonds, The Truth About Arkansas, (Little Rock: The Cotton Belt Route, 1895), 6.
556 .
Ibid, 10.
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against the neighboring fence, looking at the train-natives who never wore a suit of

store clothes or ate a good square meal in their lives; men with gaunt and yellow faces

and lank forms, and carroty hair brushing their shoulders, their chins painted with

tobacco-juice-libelous caricatures of human beings. Seventy-five miles we went

through this desolate, dismal swamp, and the recollection of it sticks to me like a

nightmare.>’

In the same year, H.C. Mercer wrote an article for New York based Century Magazine
entitled “On the Track of the Arkansas Traveler”. His article includes a retelling and discussion
of the Arkansas Traveler story. Mercer’s article has long been cited as evidence for the harm
done by the painting. However, he makes no such conclusions. He recounted the story and makes
some investigation into its origins. The interesting part of his article arrives when he attempts to
make inquiries about the origins of the story in Arkansas. Here he finds that “

When we seek to trace back the legend to its own country, a surprise is in store for

us. To learn from certain authorities in Arkansas that the myth is discountenanced

there by a strong state feeling argues ill for our enterprise; and it throws an

unexpected seriousness over the situation to be told that the dialogue at the cabin is

“a misrepresentation and a slur,” and that the hero of the story, pursuing “a strange

errand of misconception,” has “checked immigration” and “done incalculable injury

to the State.” To get at the bottom of the matter in a friendly way involves a

discussion as to what induces settlers to settle, what people generally do with their

ballads and myths...

The notion that the story has “checked immigration” and “done incalculable injury” to the state
are almost direct quotes from the James Dye editorial of 1877. Although he doesn’t expand on it,
Mercer’s idea that, in order to get at the bottom of the matter, one needs to understand what
induces its settlers to settle and also to understand their myths, points in the direction of the truth
but does not get there.

The third source from 1895 commonly cited as evidence for the complicity of the

Arkansas Traveler is the memoir of Judge William F. Pope. He asserts that the picture:

>*7 William Drysdale, “The Big Arkansas Swamp: Half a Day in the Home of Yellow Death,” New York
Times, January 4, 1884.
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...with its accompanying colloquy, which has had a wide-spread circulation, has

done untold injury to the good name of the state and her people. Conceived in a

spirit of fun and jocularity, and intended for the amusement of a passing hour, the

“Arkansaw Traveler” and his leaky cabin and squeaky fiddle has become in the eyes

of many people the typical inhabitant of Arkansas... Every community, no matter

where, has among its people certain lazy, shiftless characters whose sole aim in life is

simply to exist and raise up a brood of as worthless and good for nothing children. >*
Pope notes the talent of the artist who painted the original but misnames him as Charles P.
Washburn. He also notes that the painting hung for many years in Sandy Faulkner’s parlor but no
evidence that the original painting was in Faulkner’s care exists. He went on to note that “there is
some slight foundation for the story that I do not pretend to deny.” Ironically, Pope’s kinsman
William Fontaine Pope died as a result of injuries sustained during a duel with Charles Fenton
Noland in 1831. Duels like this had added to Arkansas’ reputation for violence and poor image at
the time.>>

Many Arkansans did attempt to defend the painting even at the turn of the century but it

was clear that the original meaning of the image had been lost. Augustus Garland noted the
following in an 1895 letter to Pope perhaps in response to the latter’s attack on the Arkansas
Traveler:

Now, Judge, as to the good old Arkansas Traveler that I have heard so often and

danced so much: I have one of Washburn’s pictures of it, and I prize it dearly. I

regard it as one of our best items of history. Old men here often ask me if old Sandy

Faulkner, as they remember him, is alive and still plays that tune, and of how often

they have heard them do so at receptions, parties, or from the White House down, in
all sorts of circles, to the restaurants. >*°

> W.F. Pope, Early Days in Arkansas: Being for the Most Part the Personal Recollections of an Old

Settler, (Little Rock: Frederick W. Allsopp, 1895): 231.

> Tbid., 55.

%69 A H. Garland to Judge W.F. Pope of Little Rock on April 28, 1895. Reprinted in the Arkansas
Gazette, June 11, 1908.
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Garland allowed that all societies have a “rustic” beginning and the Arkansas Traveler
should be remembered as a time when “sturdy, pushing, smart and honest and humble
men” were “laying the foundation for future progress.”®'

Fred Allsopp, long time editor of the Arkansas Gazette and the publisher of Pope’s
memoir also had problems with Pope’s viewpoint. He later noted that some sensitive Arkansans
object to the tale of the Traveler claiming it reflected poorly on the state but argued that it was so
popular that it would be impossible to suppress the story and tune. Allsopp reassured that the
“Squatter in the Arkansaw Traveler is not, and never was, typical of the state, and every
community has now, or has had, similar peculiar types which may be represented properly in
literature. ...The Arkansaw Traveler story is but a bit of the color of romantic Arkansas.””®*

With the return of prosperity in the early 20" century criticism for the Traveler waned
somewhat but the painting would never again be viewed with the degree of enthusiasm it once
had. Opinion about the painting would be divided over the next one hundred years. A detailed
account of the story of the painting appeared in a special supplement to the Gazette in 1920.°®
The author’s ambivalence about the Arkansas Traveler story is revealed in his caption to the
reprinting of the tale that reads as follows:

The dialogue is reproduced here as a necessary part of the story of the ‘Arkansaw

Traveler.” On the ground that it has always been an unhappy advertisement for

the state, there has always been a certain amount of objection to this crude piece

of humor, which was no more typical of the Arkansas hill country than of many
another region of early days.’®

01 Tbid.

°62 Fred Allsopp, Folklore of Romantic Arkansas, (New York: The Grolier Society, 1931), 53.
°63 Charles T. Davis, “The Story of the Arkansas Traveler,” Supplement to the Arkansas Gazette,
November 20, 1919.

6% Tbid.
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In 1920 the decision was made to change the name of the student newspaper at the University of

Arkansas from the University Weekly to the Arkansas Traveler. Some students objected to this

565

change as they feared the disreputable connotation the name might evoke.””” Despite their

objection, the name was changed and editor Curry B. Freeman remarked:

It is not difficult to understand why some should see disgrace... and why others should

object so strongly to a reminiscent of frontier days. The students are urged to get

away from the idea that razorbacks and travelers are worthy of the dignity attached to

their name. The ridiculous application of rural wit to the name of a great state has

been discontinued, almost forgotten and only serves to remind people of the

unscholarly attainments of previous generations. Such titles as the Longhorn, the

Sooner, the Jayhawker, the Tar Bady [sic], the Haymakers and The Arkansas Traveler

recall to memory certain states or particular institutions, and do not, as most people

suppose, convey misleading impressions. The citizens of Arkansas have no cause to

be humiliated when the name Arkansas Traveler is mentioned in their presence.’®

In the twenty-first century, historians have largely tired of discussing the Arkansas Traveler

but its negative reputation lingers. The college Arkansas history textbook credits the painting
with being “an enduring image of the poor and shiftless.”*®” The Shiloh Museum in northwest
Arkansas had a small exhibit crediting the painting with Arkansas’ poor image outside of the
state, while refraining from outlining the story of Edward Washbourne and Sanford Faulkner.
The online resource “The Encyclopedia of Arkansas”, while not placing all the blame for
Arkansas’ image upon Washbourne, notes that he gave a “final touch to the rustic image with a
painting titled the “Arkansas Traveler.”®"

For the population at large, the negatively of the image has largely been forgotten though

some have sought to reinforce and capitalize on the image of the squatter in such ventures as the

%65 A History of the Arkansas Traveler Web Log, http://www.arkansastraveler.typepad.com (Accessed
December 8, 2008).

%% Ibid.

567Whayne et al., Arkansas A Narrative History, 115.

6% C. Fred Williams, Arkansas’s Image, http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/encyclopedia/entry-
detail.aspx?entrylD=1 (Accessed March §, 2018)
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Burns and Abner show and the ill-advised Dogpatch U.S.A. The term has been co-opted for a
variety of uses such as tomatoes, boats and Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign staff. Historian
Michael B. Dougan suggests that “elitist Arkansans have tried to suppress the story, while the
disaffected have gloried in it,” which is the very opposite of the sentiment Edward Washbourne
tried to express.’®

The history of the Arkansas Traveler must be stripped of its mythology and the realities
behind it confronted. The story is uncomfortable, not because it depicts poverty, but because it
reflects a time in which those in Arkansas and elsewhere in the south privileged a vision of
America based upon the enslavement of African Americans. The conflict over this vision broke
the bonds of national identity that had been formed through slavery and the conquest of Indians.
Proslavery Indians on the southern frontier took advantage of this opening to claim their place in
America. This opening closed with the reaffirmation of national mythology after the war when

violence against Indians replaced the violence white Americans had directed at each other.

* Michael B. Dougan, Arkansas Odyssey, (Little Rock: Rose Publishing, Inc., 1993).
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Appendix
The following version of the Arkansas Traveler story was provided to the New York

magazine The Knickerbocker by Edward Washbourne in 1859.%"

A burlesque tune known as ‘The Arkansas Traveller,” is exceedingly popular at the West
and South, and originated from the incidents of the following story-which are exactly as related
fifteen or twenty years ago — by the author of the tune and story, Co. S.C. Faulkner of Arkansas.

The narrator plays the air vehemently, on a fiddle, for a short time, then relates a portion
of the story; then again falls to playing, as if he had given his audience enough of a good thing,
for one time.

“In the earlier days of the territory of Arkansas, when the settlements were few and far
between, an adventurous traveler from one of the old States, while traversing the swamps of that
portion of the kedn’try, gets lost, on a cold, rainy day, in the autumn of the year. After wandering
till evening, and despairing of finding a habitation, while searching for a place to camp, he
strikes a trail which seems to lead somewhere, and also hears in that direction the noise of a
fiddle. Accordingly he takes the trail and soon discovers, ahead of him, rising above the timber, a
light column of smoke, which he knows comes from the cabin of a squatter. As he approaches,
he finds it to be a log cabin, ten logs high and about ten feet square — one side being roofed, and
the other only half covered with boards. He also sees the proprietor seated on an old whisky-
barrel, near the door, sheltered by a few boards which project from the eaves, playing a tune, or

rather the first snatch of a tune, on an old fiddle.

1«Editor’s Table,” Knickerbocker Magazine LV, January 1860, 107.
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“After surveying the habitation and surroundings of ‘cotton head’ children, the traveler
rides up to see if he can get lodgings; and the following dialogue ensues. The hoosier, however,
still continuing to play the same part over and over again, only stopping to give short, indifferent
replies to the traveller’s queries:

Traveller: Good Morning, Sir!

Squatter: How dy’e do, Sir?

Trav.: Can I get to stay all night with you?

Squat: No, Sir.

Trav.: Can’t you give me a glass of something to drink; I’'m very wet and cold?

Squat.: I drank the last drap this morning.

Trav.: I am very hungry; ain’t had a thing to eat to-day. Will you let me have something
to eat?

Squat.: Hav n’t a darned thing in the house.

Trav.: Then can’t you give my horse something?

Squat.: Got nothing to feed him on.

Trav.: How far is it to the next house?

Trav.: Stranger, I do n’t know; I’ve never been there.

Trav.: Well, where does this road go to?

Squat.: It’s never been anywhere since I’ve lived here; it’s always here when I get up in
the morning.

Trav.: As I am not likely to get to any other house to-night, can’t you let me sleep in
yours, and I’ll tie my horse to a tree and do without anything to eat or drink?

Squat.: My house leaks; there’s only one dry spot in it, and me and Sal sleeps on that.
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Trav.: Why do n’t you finish covering your house and stop the leaks?

Squat.: It’s raining.

Trav.: Well, why do n’t you do it when it is not raining?

Squat.: It do n’t leak then.

Trav.: Well, as you have nothing to eat or drink in your house, and nothing alive about
your place but children, how do you do here, anyhow?

Squat.: Putty well, I thank you. How d’ye do yourself?

Trav.: (After trying in vain all sorts of ways to extract some satisfactory information from
him.) My friend, why do n’t you play the whole of that tune?

Squat.: (Stops playing and looks up for the first time.) I did not know there was any more
to it. Can you play the fiddle stranger?

Trav.: I play a little, sometimes.

Squat.: You do n’t look much like a fiddler, (handing him the fiddle.) Will you play the
balance of that tune?

The traveler gets down and plays the tune.

Squat,: Stranger, come in! Take a half dozen chairs and sit down. Sal, go round into the
holler, where I killed that buck this morning. Cut off some of the best pieces and fetch it, and
cook it for me and this gentleman, directly. Raise up the board under the head of the bed, afore
you go, and get the old black jug I hid from Dick, and give us some whisky — I know there;s
some left yet. Dick, carry the gentleman’s horse round to the shed; you’ll find some fodder and
corn there. Give him as much as he can eat. Durn me, stranger, if you can’t stay as long as you

please, and I’ll give you plenty to eat and drink. Hurry, old woman. If you can’t find the butcher-
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knife, take the cob-handle, or granny’s knife. Play away, stranger! You shall sleep on the dry
spot to-night.
After about two hours’ fiddling and some conversation, in which the squatter

shows his characteristics, the stranger retires to the ‘dry spot.’
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