More than Crafts at War Eagle

For over fifty years, newcomers to Northwest Arkansas have wondered about the excitement that builds as October approaches. Each year, as the weather starts to cool and the trees begin to don their spectacular fall colors, visitors start to arrive. Since 1954, fall in Northwest Arkansas means craft shows. 

The craft shows, a genuine grist mill still in operation and caverns that shelter endangered Gray bats, all located on the edge the state’s largest park, make the War Eagle area, a must see destination just  a few minutes  from Rogers. 
The craft shows began with a county home demonstration agent who wanted to save the traditional art of hand loom weaving, according to www.wareaglefair.com.  As early as the 1920’s Blanche H. Elliot was organizing seminars to teach the art form to young women. Northwest Arkansas Hand Weavers Guild was formed in the 50’s and that organization sponsored a week long seminar at Elliot’s War Eagle Farm. 
It was the Guild that organized the first craft fair in October 1954 and it was also located on Elliot’s farm. The original brochure emphasized something that is still a draw today, the natural beauty of the area surrounding the War Eagle Creek. Besides the products of hand looms, the fair offered all kinds of handcrafted items, everything from rugs to oil paintings. From the very first fair, commercialism was barred. 
The original craft fair at the War Eagle Farm was later joined by two others, one headquartered at War Eagle Mill and one at Sharp’s Farm. Together the three fairs drew an estimated 250,000 visitors last year, according to the Mill’s Fair Coordinator Barbara Lisle. Each year in May there is another set of craft fairs at the Mill and at Sharp’s Farm and last year those drew about 100,000 visitors. 
But Craft Fair weekend isn’t the only time visitors flock to the War Eagle area.  The Mill gets tourists year round, Lisle said. 
The mill, a replica of the original 1830’s mill, was built in 1973 by the Medlin family, a family with an interest in natural grains, Lisle explained.  Since then, it has produced a variety of organic grain products which are sold at the mill, local supermarkets and also nationally on the Mill’s web site.  

There have actually been four mills on the site, the Mill website, www.wareaglemill.com,  explains. The first was built by Sylvanus Blackburn in the 1830’s, but it was washed away when the creek rose in 1848. The Blackburn family rebuilt their successful business right away, but then the Civil War broke out in 1861 and the Blackburns moved to Texas for the duration.  Both the Union Army and the Confederate Army used the mill at different times in 1862. It was the Confederate Army that burned it during the chaos that followed the Battle of Pea Ridge. 
It was the son of Sylvanus Blackburn, J.A.C. Blackburn who rebuilt the mill in 1873. He sold the mill a few years later to devote his time to politics, but it continued to run until a fire of unknown origin destroyed it in 1924. When Jewel Medlin bought the land in 1973, only a foundation was left. 

The replica mill runs every day, Lisle said, with a miller on duty to answer questions and demonstrate his craft. Children love to see how water powers the huge stones that turn corn into corn meal which may become bread, or chips, or tortillas, she said. Since freshness is vital to the organic products, sometimes the miller is producing only small quantities for demonstration purposes.  Other times, he is actually producing the corn meal that will be packaged and sold in the store.

Corn is processed at the public mill and at a granary up the road, that isn’t opened to the public, other organic products are manufactured and packaged.  All the grains are available at the Mill store.  On the second floor of the mill crafts from local artisans are for sale. The top floor of War Eagle Mill is reserved for the Bean Palace Restaurant, open for “down home style” breakfast and lunch. 
The mill is located next to the historic War Eagle Bridge forming a scene that has fascinated photographers and painters for generations. Two rocking chairs on the porch invite tourists to take a few minutes to sit remember the slower pace of life when the first War Eagle Mill was working. 

A different kind of history is being preserved nearby. The privately owned, War Eagle Caverns, is home to hundreds of members of an endangered species, the gray bat. There are also hundreds of tiny Eastern pipistrelle bats.  The caverns are closed from December through March when the bats are hibernating and the inner portions of the caverns are closed until July while the Gray bats raise their young. 
Once the front caverns reopen in March, a one hour guided tour is offered seven days a week.

“Its good family fun entertainment,” owner Dennis Boyer said.  A value package admission includes unlimited time in the above ground “Lost in the Woods” maze where squirt guns are provided on hot days. There’s also gem panning, a BBQ restaurant, a picnic area and nature trails. Often families spend the day at the caverns, he said. 
No one knows how big the caverns are, Boyer said. Only about four miles have been mapped and only about half a mile is included in the guided tour. Once the inner caverns are open in July, Boyer can arrange a spelunker tour that goes deeper. 

“It’s serious spelunking,” he said, “Prepare to get wet and muddy.”  Older area residents say the caves extend miles into the country side with other entrances hidden in the Ozark hills. 
The cave has been open to the public only since 1978, but it’s been used by men for much longer. The cave has sheltered Indians, Civil War conscientious objects, moonshiners, outlaws possibly including Jesse and Frank James and a family during one cold winter in the middle of the great depression. It was used in the filming of the movie “Frank and Jesse.”
The caverns and the restaurant are also accessible by boat. 

For more information about the War Eagle area contact Ton Galyon at the Rogers Convention and Visitors Bureau, 317 West Walnut Street, Rogers, Arkansas,  479 619-3183 or go to www.visitrogersarkansas.com. 

