History makes great vacations

While some visitors enjoy the uninterrupted vistas that recall a young nation’s westward expansion, other visitors come to the Pea Ridge Military Park because it’s a place where two stories intersect. Although not well known nationally, events that happened near Pea Ridge shaped the nation we’ve all come to know. 
Pea Ridge Military Park, a few miles outside of Rogers on Highway 62, is a favorite among a new kind of tourist  –  those interested in American history. The site of an important Civil War battle, the parks staff has been carefully restoring the property to resemble the farm lands that were its Civil War incarnation. 

When the 4,300 acre site became a national park in 1956, modern structures were removed. Only the historic Elk Horn Tavern was saved. The original Elk Horn Tavern was burned by Union troops in 1865, but a replica was built shortly after. 

“We have about 90 percent accuracy,” Museum Visitor Use Assistant Serena Rothfus said. The Civil War buildings can’t be replicated, she said, but the museum staff knows where they were located and will lay foundations in the right places to mark those spots. 

The best way to learn about the battle, Rothfus said, is to begin in the Visitors Center where a half hour documentary, using Civil War reenactors, sets the mood. An expanded museum is scheduled to open in March, she said. Among the exhibits will be mannequins in full uniforms representing both the Confederacy and the Union. There will also be interactive displays and many artifacts that have been uncovered on the actual battlefield.  A complete Junior Ranger Program with its own Pea Ridge patches is available for the younger visitors. 
Their goal is not just to educate visitors about the battle, but to paint of picture of how people lived on the small farms and in the tiny villages that were unexpectedly turned into a battlefield. 

Next on the agenda is a trip around the park following the route of the Old Telegraph Road. The road was built in 1838, following the telegraph line, and once linked Springfield, Mo to Fort Smith, AR.  The present park road is a seven mile loop that features eleven well marked stops. Each stop is a mini-history lesson and combined they tell the story of the two day battle that “saved Missouri for the Union,” as the park’s brochure proclaims. 
Among the soldiers at Pea Ridge were two regiments of Cherokee Indians led by Brigadier General Stand Watie, the only Indian to reach that rank during the Civil War. In fact, Pea Ridge was the only major Civil War battle where Indians played a role.  But it wasn’t the first time, the Cherokee people visited the area. 
In 1837, a group of about 365 Cherokee stopped near the Elk Horn Tavern en route to Indian Territory in Oklahoma.  They were traveling the infamous Trail of Tears. 
Thousands of Cherokee once lived in the southeastern United States and by the 1830’s many had adopted the culture of the white man, but gold was found on Indian land in Georgia. A small minority of Indians signed a treaty, ceding their lands to the state. In spite of a successful Supreme Court challenge to the illegal treaty, the Cherokee land was seized and divided among white settlers. The Indians were forced to move west. 

Local historian Monte Harris has spent years researching the Trail of Tears.  It was actually more than one trail, she explained. Different bands of Indians took slightly different routes. The routes all ended in eastern Oklahoma between Tahlequah and Fort Gibson. The bands were accompanied by federal agents who arranged for some food along the way. It was the diary of one of those agents that documents a stop at the Elk Horn Tavern.
“They went on down Old Wire Road to Cross Hollow and then to Fitzgerald’s on the Benton/Washington county line,” Harris said. Signs, mostly along Highway 62, mark the trail. It’s not an exact route, Harris said, the modern highway strays from the original trail in some areas, but the signs serve as a memorial to a sad chapter in American history. There’s still a cemetery near Maysville where a hundred Cherokees who died along the trail are buried. 

It’s not a coincidence that the Trail of Tears passes through the Civil War battlefield, Harris said. Both groups used one of the few roads that passed through the area, as did the Butterfield stage coach line. 
“It was just soaked in history,” Harris said about the road and several groups, including the national park service, are working to preserve that history. The national park Visitors Center distributes a brochure that maps the “Trail of Tears” through Tennessee, Missouri and Arkansas. 
When the rich history draws travelers to Pea Ridge Military Park, they quickly learn there’s more than history to enjoy there.  Locals know that the seven mile drive makes a wonderful bike ride or even a run for the more athletically inclined.  

When the seasons change, the East Overlook provides a spectacular view. Some visitors return three or four times each year to photograph the view from the Overlook, Rothfus said. There are also 400 deer in the park that visitors love to observe. 
Each June brings the Heritage Festival, hosted by the Pea Ridge National Military Park Foundation. It’s a family event that features “Civil War Stories” and local craftsman who spin, weave and shoe horses the same way their great, great grandparents did.  Other, smaller, events are scheduled throughout the summer. 
For more information about the Pea Ridge National Military Park or other attractions in northwest Arkansas contact Tom Galyon at the Rogers Convention and Visitors Bureau, www.visitrogersarkansas.com or call 800 364-1240.
