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Preface

THIS book is the product of a five-year collaborative effort between Bob Brewer—a self-educated Arkansas mountainman, amateur historian and treasure hunter—and a Washington, D.C.–based investigative journalist. It is the story of how one man’s obsession to uncover family secrets in the backwoods of Polk County, Arkansas, led him to discover not only buried treasure but buried—and troubling—pieces of America’s past.

For Bob, following decades of intensive fieldwork and archival research, it was a matter of “getting the story out,” for others to ponder. As for myself, I was intrigued by the scope and layered complexity of this all-but-unknown chapter in American history. After getting past my initial skepticism by observing Bob’s method on the trail and by jointly mining the archives, I realized that I had stumbled upon one of the rare untold stories of hidden power and intrigue.

We both knew that the ramifications of this story were large. In pursuing the mystery surrounding the Knights of the Golden Circle, or KGC, we hoped that readers might at least take away the thought that truth, in recorded history, lies just below the surface.

Our foremost goal was to provide an authentic, accurate and plausible account of a chilling, unseen segment of Americana—the KGC, with its vast underground grid of wealth, its historic ties to Scottish Rite Freemasonry and its allusions to European Knights Templar traditions.

The KGC, we demonstrate, existed not only during the Civil War but for decades thereafter. It included many powerful men of the times—politicians and outlaws, statesmen and generals—and some ordinary citizens as well. Its leadership, which took the organization fully underground in 1864, was fiercely determined that the American South would somehow, someday, prove victorious in a Second War of Rebellion. Toward that tomorrow, the KGC put in place a vast and extraordinarily ingenious network of underground caches of arms and money—much of it stolen U.S. payroll.

The Knights of the Golden Circle was a secret society with members sworn to blood oaths, and it left virtually no written records. As a result, we rely on some limited primary material but are forced to work largely with circumstantial evidence—symbolism, place names, odd turns of event—in an interpretive, analytical framework. Of course, errors of fact are ours alone.

As noncredentialed authors of an investigative history, we recognized our limitations going into such uncharted terrain as this book covers. With the hope of provoking debate and stimulating further exploration of the subject, we decided to plug on.

On a personal level, Bob’s investigation into the inexplicable behavior of some of his forebears and his subsequent journey into the world of hunting for Rebel gold has produced rich insights into the idiosyncratic treasure-hunting community.

Stretched finances, badly strained relations with family and friends, accusations of being mad, private-property and public-land issues, runins with armed interlopers and bruised emotions from betrayal have all been part of the mix. No less so the constant support and forbearance of his closest family and colleagues.

Ultimately, Bob’s search for treasure has become a mere touchstone in his larger quest for truth—a half-century-long probe into the activities of beloved relatives and their unswerving devotion to an obscure cause.

What this book does not do is pass judgment on the nature of the hidden system unveiled. Nor does it attempt to provide concrete, final answers as to why the underground grid of secreted wealth exists (or why it may still be guarded in places). In addition, we are unable to fully explain what might be behind startling parallels to a similar phenomenon—geometric grids possibly tied to treasure—in Europe. We would prefer that curious readers analyze, synthesize, chew over the possibilities and then turn to other sources. Ours is only one interpretation of an extraordinary sequence of discoveries.

The book is intended as a measured, deliberate journey into the subtle: into subtle signs that go unnoticed, into subtle associations that go unacknowledged. Only the understated, persistent approach, over many years, could have rendered a glimpse into the mind-boggling forms of communication behind an organizing force like that of the clandestine KGC.

We tip our hats to others who have touched on this arcane, controversial topic. We believe there is something here that goes beyond “tantalizing possibilities.” When gold repeatedly is found through decipherment of coded maps, etched carvings and buried metallic clues, logic says there is a system behind it.

WARREN GETLER
October 2002
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The Effigy

THE effigy twisted on a thin steel wire.

When Bob Brewer brought his Jeep to a full stop, he could see that the headless figure hung precisely over the spot where he had walked the day before. It was dressed in blue jeans and a sweatshirt. And it was riddled with bullet holes. The dummy’s torso was stuffed with rocks, and it slumped forward in a deadweight slouch—nearly snapping the sapling from which it dangled. There were other ominous changes to the landscape, as well. Tree trunks surrounding the spot had been spray-painted with inverted crosses. A stack of spent rifle shell cases, piled on the boxes that had held them, lay nearby. A trail of yarn, tied to the back of the effigy, led to the pile of used ammunition … in case anyone missed the connection.

Twenty-four hours earlier, on a crisp October morning in 1993, Bob and a friend had arrived at the remote site along a dirt trail in Arkansas’s Ouachita Mountains. They had brought along an old topographical map of the region, a metal detector and a camera for the purpose at hand: to find and record clues leading to what Bob suspected were buried caches of treasure. It was not a farfetched suspicion. The experienced treasure sleuth had previously unearthed caches of Civil War–era gold and silver coins not far from the site, and he had reason to believe that this area was linked to those sites. Over the course of that first day, the two men had discovered and photographed numerous buried clues: rusted plow points and other pieces of metal that served as geographic pointers. The location of the buried directional markers had been carefully recorded on a grid to ensure the correct orientation of each piece, which was then reburied. It was a system that had yielded results in the past and which Bob was steadily improving. As Bob and his friend had headed back to camp that night, he felt sure that he was close to finding something big.

When the men returned the next day with a third treasure-hunting friend, they quickly realized that their plans would have to change.1 They agreed to notify the police about the overnight transformation of their site. When a deputy sheriff and a U.S. deputy marshal for the Forest Service arrived, the officers asked a few questions, took photos of the effigy and removed it—carrying it off as if it were a cadaver.2 As Bob looked on, he wondered about the decision he’d made to pursue a decades-old mystery deep in the Arkansas timberlands.



2

The Education of a Confederate Code-Breaker

THE backwoods that surround Hatfield, Arkansas, are thick, nearly opaque in places, and vast. Towering pines and hardwoods crowd steep mountain slopes, their canopies eclipsing much of the sun’s rays. On the north-facing ridges, where the giant hardwoods cluster, only the rare splash of sunlight reaches the damp forest soil. This shadowed environment, spiked with its treacherous crags, can seem uninviting—even menacing—for those who come from beyond the rugged hill country of west-central Arkansas. But for those native to the hills, the natural shroud helps keep things private, elemental, protected.

That is why, despite their sometimes unforgiving topography, the Ouachita Mountains have attracted frontier-minded people for millennia. Abundant elk and bison herds lured primitive hunter-gatherers some ten thousand years ago. Prospects of finding gold and silver deposits in Paleozoic-aged veins of quartz charmed Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto into the region in the 1500s, while ample beavers and minks attracted French trappers in the following centuries. The French gave the mountains their name, from the local Quapaw Indian phrase, “Wash-a-taw,” which means “good hunting grounds.” Settlers from Kentucky, Tennessee and surrounding areas began arriving in substantial numbers in the 1830s. Homesteading in a land with limited agrarian potential, these robust Scots-Irish mountaineers carved out a hardscrabble existence.

With settlement came the stagecoach. This, in turn, pulled in the out-law gangs, which used this great Southern range—stretching east to west from Little Rock to Atoka, Oklahoma—as a springboard for some of their dramatic raids. Jesse James was reported to have ridden through the Ouachita hills following a stagecoach robbery near Hot Springs, Arkansas, in 1874. Then, the ill-defined border area between frontier Arkansas and the Indian Nations territory to the west was a haven for every fugitive from justice, giving rise to the maxim, “There is no law west of Little Rock, and no God west of Fort Smith.”

It was these images of the untamed woods that captured the imagination of nine-year-old Bob Brewer, back in 1949. Tiny Hatfield—population 300—had been home to generations of Brewers before him. Many of his forebears had figured in the growing wave of westward migration from Kentucky in the mid- to late-1800s. Most, like his paternal grandfather, William Brewer, a Kentucky-born teacher turned cotton farmer who would become mayor of the town, decided to stay in Hatfield for most of their adult lives. Bob’s father, Landon, sought adventure for a time beyond the timbered hills, but, in the end, succumbed to the pull of the Ouachitas.

In 1949, after a long career as a naval officer, capped by several years at war in the Pacific, forty-one-year-old Landon Brewer moved his family to the bluffs of Arkansas’s Polk County from his latest posting on the outskirts of San Diego, California. It was time, he sensed, to return to the interior, to the soil, after a two-decade hiatus. For Bob, who loved reading Jack London, Mark Twain and tales of outlaws and treasure, the Arkansas hill country held out enormous possibilities. And none too soon. Life as a Navy brat on the fringes of the city had long lost its luster.

Young Bob swiftly embraced the surrounding Ouachitas. The pristine two-million-acre forest of red oaks, white oaks, beeches, hickories, maples, hollies, shortleaf pines and Eastern red cedars seemed a boundless playground. Life was suddenly distilled to its simple pleasures and truths. Whatever light penetrated the thick foliage was good enough for him; whatever steep trail let him navigate two-thousand-foot elevations was just added sport. The same could be said for dodging rattlesnakes, copperheads and the occasional feral hog. Ticks, chiggers and poison oak abounded, but Bob regarded them as minor nuisances.

To Bob, the mountains and the dense deciduous forest were not the least bit threatening. They were inviting, nourishing—clear streams teeming with fish; seasonal yields of hickory nuts, black walnuts, wild huckleberries, blackberries, cherries and muscadine. The Ouachitas, he sensed, were materially and spiritually tied to his parents’ backwoods past. A child who had known his father only as an infrequent visitor during the war years and his mother as a dutiful career Navy wife, Bob began to grasp what his parents had meant by settling down and “going home.” It was a phrase that he had heard many times.
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1. Escape route taken by James Gang after an alleged September, 1874, Hot Springs, Arkansas, robbery.



When Landon and Zetta Brewer finally bought an old two-story farmhouse in the rolling hills around Six Mile Creek near Hatfield, they made a pact to leave the transient lifestyle of a twenty-year military career behind. They knew there would be a period of adjustment for their three sons and their daughter in downshifting to a thumbnail town with little more than a school, a few churches, a couple of stores and a post office. Still, the rustic Arkansas backcountry near the headwaters of the Ouachita River would offer a simple, unencumbered existence that would set their kids on the right path.
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2. Close-up topographic map of Polk County, west-central Arkansas, showing Ouachita range and the towns of Hatfield and Cove, along with Smoke Rock Mountain, Six Mile Creek and other landmarks central to Bob Brewer’s upbringing in the wooded hill country.



But the woods that blanket the Ouachitas have their own special temptations and distractions. It was only a matter of months before Bob’s simple life would become very complex.

In the rugged mountains along the Oklahoma border, which include the better-known Ozarks to the north and the Ouachitas to the south, kin can run as thick as the trees. Extended families, with a bewildering number of relatives residing within a few miles of each other, are common. After the Brewers’ arrival in Hatfield nearly a hundred cousins, aunts, uncles and friends showed up for a reunion. Afterward, Bob barely could put faces to names, except for two imposing figures, forty-year-old Odis Ashcraft and Odis’s spry, seventy-four-year-old father, William Daniel Ashcraft, whom everybody, including the Brewers, called “Grandpa.” Both “Uncle Ode” (the husband of Landon’s sister, Bessie) and “Grandpa” Will Ashcraft had taken a special liking to Bob and his brothers the few times that the Brewers had visited Hatfield during Landon’s military service. The feeling was reciprocated by the Brewer boys, who saw in these tough, lean, laconic woodsmen the personification of the mountaineer.

Grandpa Ashcraft was a powerful and revered figure, both in the family and within the tight-knit Hatfield community.1 Having arrived in the valley in 1907, Kentucky-born W. D. Ashcraft spent his early years raising livestock and helping transform Hatfield into the cattle- and hog-trading center for Polk County. He also trapped and hunted, selling some of the furs. During the Depression, he was known to have distributed freshly killed game to families struggling to put food on the table. And there were rumors of moonshine being made in the hills.

Later in life, Grandpa’s occupation was not so easily defined or understood. W. D. Ashcraft took to the woods nearly every day on horseback, from sunup to sundown and sometimes through the night, with his well-oiled rifle tucked neatly into his saddle scabbard. On one occasion, he went off knowing full well that his pregnant wife, Delia, had gone into labor at home, delivering one of the couple’s thirteen children. “You little, short-legged sonofabitch! You just get on your horse and leave me with all of your kids!” she had screamed, but to absolutely no effect, family members recall.

The ostensible mission behind such outings was “hunting cows,” as Grandpa would explain to family and as he would often note in his diary.2 Bob, for one, thought this odd because he had seldom seen significant numbers of cattle on his great-uncle’s property. He would discover as an adult what Grandpa Ashcraft meant.

Grandpa’s diary, Bob would later learn, contained two unusual entries: “Found cow in cave” followed by the next day’s “Stayed home.” As a boy, Bob had no way of knowing that “cow” might have been shorthand for “cowan,” an old Masonic term for “intruder.”3 And while there had been rumors around the region for decades that Will Ashcraft may have killed a man or two, Bob would not become aware of them until he was well into his adult years.

Grandpa’s family lived an austere, subsistence existence—through mid-century—in a pre–Civil War log cabin lit by kerosene lamps and devoid of plumbing, some ten miles from the Brewer farm. But no one within the Ashcraft clan ever seemed to complain, even though the small cabin—with its more than a dozen inhabitants—had but one or two windows and only a few beds. The Ashcrafts were self-sufficient and always seemed to have whatever basic food supplies—garden-grown vegetables and fruit, salted pork, wild hog, deer, squirrel and raccoon—and clothing they needed. Drinking water came from a spring next to the cabin. Heat was provided by a mud-and-stone fireplace and a wood-burning stove. The real mystery for the family at large was the grizzled mountaineer’s orthodox devotion to the woods: he was hardly ever at home.

For Bob and his brothers, visits to the rustic cabin along Brushy Creek and to Uncle Ode’s house nearby were limited to weekends during the school year. But after school let out in May, and the crops were planted, the Brewer boys’ visits extended into weeks at a time. Now that the family had reestablished roots in the Brushy Valley, there would be plenty of time to learn the ways of the mountains: logging, prospecting, hunting, trapping, fishing and horsemanship.

Within days of school’s shuttering for summer in 1950, Bob, his older brother Jack and his younger brother Dave climbed onto Uncle Ode’s wagon for a logging haul far into Brushy Creek’s interior. Grandpa, in the front seat, handed Bob the reins, and the youngster quickly took command while Odis looked on from the rear.

The idea of steering a mule-drawn wagon across mountain trails was so exciting that Bob almost missed Grandpa’s casually spoken words. “Bobby, see that ol’ beech, there along the creek?” the old man said, pointing to a sturdy tree with soft, dapple-gray bark and dark green almond-shaped leaves. “That’s a treasure tree. It’s got carvings on it that tell where money is buried.” Bob, his eyebrows arched, stared intently at his great-uncle, seeking elaboration. All he got was a stern gaze from the old man. As the wagon rolled on, Will Ashcraft pointed toward a narrow hollow abutting Brushy Creek. “That’s where a Mexican is buried. Somebody found him messing where he shouldn’t have been messing and shot him.” This time, Bob pressed him with questions, but the mountaineer would say no more. He simply told the Brewer boys to jump out of the wagon and get busy with the log-splitting job ahead. W. D. Ashcraft had a reputation for being more than demanding—he was outright tough.

In the silent moments that followed—and they were silent, for the Ouachitas are a place where youth show respect for elders and do not ask many questions—something began to stir within Bob’s head. What had Grandpa been talking about? The woodsman’s words were deliberate, premeditated, meant to sink in. And they did just that. The education of a Confederate code-breaker had begun.

During the next few months, the theme of buried treasure filtered through Bob’s new life in the Arkansas forests. References to hidden gold were sporadic, always oblique and never satisfying. He sometimes overheard talk of “mining claims” among the Ashcrafts and two of their neighbors, brothers Isom and Ed Avants, descendants of John Avants, who had moved into the Brushy Creek valley right after the Civil War.4 And he sometimes observed mysterious visitors talking with Grandpa or Uncle Odis—rugged men who would unravel tattered topographic maps on the hood of a truck and ask the Ashcrafts for help in finding certain spots.

Then there was Grandpa’s padlocked chest in the cabin’s kitchen. Bob would sit atop the chest and read the old man’s complete collection of National Geographic magazines. Once, he asked Delia Ashcraft what was inside. “That’s Grandpa’s. I don’t ask and you shouldn’t either,” she scolded. (It would take another fifty years before Bob would learn of the contents.)

In his forest ramblings—whether helping Ode on logging excursions, collecting firewood, hunting game, or exploring old mine shafts—Bob occasionally stumbled across what by then he recognized as treasure signs. Over time, a menagerie of inscribed animal figures—horses, snakes, turtles, birds, turkey tracks—and a collection of cryptic lettering, dates and other abstract engravings revealed themselves on beech bark or rock faces along faint forest trails. Between bites of homemade biscuits with eggs and ham—his usual lunchtime meal when working the hills—he would ask Ode about the obscure, coded guideposts. But Ode would just offhandedly confirm that what Bob had observed were in fact encrypted treasure markers and not idle graffiti.

It was as if a scavenger hunt had been laid out but no one had explained its rules or purpose. Yet Bob knew that it was not a joke, a tease, a gimmick. It had to do with family: Grandpa and Ode were aware of some dark mystery, while Landon Brewer, who had a warm relationship with his sister Bessie and his brother-in-law, seemed detached from, if not completely ignorant of, the intrigue.

Bob, who conversed little with his taciturn father, decided that it was best to keep his knowledge of the woods and its secrets to himself. The challenge was to absorb more, however, and whenever, he could. If the opportunity presented itself to take a break from schoolwork and the demanding chores around the farm, he would head off on foot or horseback to Aunt Bessie and Uncle Ode’s place on Brushy Creek. His aunt would have her biscuits, jams and fresh goat’s milk at the ready, and Ode invariably would offer up some entertaining enterprise outdoors. Odis Ashcraft had no children of his own, but he loved kids. Over time he made the Brewer boys, particularly the irrepressibly curious Bob, feel like his own sons. There was one other thing, Bob sensed: Ode was testing him.

The test was not whether he would become a true mountaineer. That was all but assured. Ode, a logger by profession, quickly discovered that Bob had a keen and growing knowledge of the trees and plants in the forest, their value to the logging industry, their medicinal properties and their place in the ecosystem. (Little did Odis know that Bob already had read a prized set of Compton’s Encyclopedia, nearly cover to cover.) Like all local kids working summer jobs in timber, Bob could pump out his share of stave bolts, those narrow pieces of wood that form the sides of a barrel. He also had shown his mettle as an assured horseman and a clean shot with his .22 rifle. The test, Bob intuited, was how well he could absorb knowledge about the signs that he had seen in the forest and then explain the puzzle they presented.

Bob vaguely perceived that he was undergoing a slow initiation into a hidden world. Every time he tried to quicken the pace, to ask probative questions, he hit a wall and was forced to slow down. But over the years a pattern began to emerge in which Ode, acknowledging Bob’s persistence, would let on a little more each time. He would describe certain signposts—grafted tree limbs, axe slices or “blazes” on tree trunks, rock piles laid out in subtle geometric patterns—and challenge the youngster to find these on the trails.

One morning, while spearfishing in a remote bend of Brushy Creek with his brothers, Bob was startled to see Odis ride up on his stallion, “Rebel.” Without prompting, Ode abruptly pointed his rifle toward a steep ridge. “Boys,” he intoned, “there’s more money buried on that mountain than all of you could spend in a lifetime.” Bob, now in his early teens and feeling cocky, replied: “Then why don’t you just go dig it up, Uncle Ode! We could sure use it.” Odis paused before he responded. “Because it belongs to someone else and nobody can touch it,” he replied, coolly. He dismounted and asked the boys to follow him to a holly tree along the bank. The tree had a snake figure and various other symbols neatly carved into its bark. “Someday, perhaps one of you will learn how to read these signs and know where that money is,” he said cryptically, and departed.

For the first time, Bob realized that a lot of money was involved and that perhaps it was still being watched. The whole idea was confusing and confounding. It didn’t seem to make sense: people living at near poverty levels and leaving treasure—and apparently lots of it—buried in the ground!

Several months later, Uncle Ode flashed annoyance when the Brewer boys once again got ahead of the backwoods pace that the older men practiced. Jack had returned to Ode’s house from a brisk November squirrel hunt with news that he had found a rock carving of a rising sun that looked “like half the Japanese flag.” He had discovered the deep-cut engraving, which had odd lettering next to it, on a ledge partly overgrown with moss and lichen. Odis looked up from the meal he was eating as Jack went on about his find, but Bob could see that his brother’s tale about the sunrise symbol had unsettled their uncle. “Well Jack, I guess you found that gold,” Ode barked. “Now why don’t you go dig it up and share it with us all.”

On another occasion, while out squirrel hunting, Bob had tripped over the rusted remnants of a partly unearthed Wells Fargo strongbox.5 The spot lay deep in the woods, along a remote trail allegedly taken by Jesse James after robbing the Hot Springs stage. When Bob ran to show the corroded iron frame to Odis, the logger brusquely told the boy to put the rusted strongbox back where he found it. Odis then grabbed the rusted frame and hung it on a tree limb next to the spot. Bob and his brothers never saw the old money box again.

This pattern of baiting the Brewer boys—Bob most of all—and then swatting them down when they overreached would repeat itself over the next year. Bob took his unspoken initiation in stride; it was a chess game of sorts, and he was in the realm of a master, who, in turn, was son of a master boardsman. Yet whatever obscure wisdom was being imparted, and for whatever purpose, came to an abrupt halt in May 1955, when Odis was killed in a freak timber accident.

A thirty-foot Yellow Boy pine had smashed the logger’s skull. Moments before, Odis had been talking with seventeen-year-old Jack Brewer, who was helping measure pines to be cut into poles for construction. A heavy chain saw—a technological innovation that was replacing the seven-foot crosscut saws pulled by a man on each end—had made short work of the tall pines.6 But the noisy saw had prevented Odis from hearing the sound of a falling precut tree that had been lodged precariously against another. The irony of a modern saw snuffing out the life of a woodsman so devoted to the past was not lost on Bob and his brothers, who were devastated by the passing of Ode, as was all of the Brushy Creek community.

Odis’s death brought other changes to the rhythm of life in the Arkansas backwoods that year. Grandpa Ashcraft’s favorite son (of five) and apparent successor was gone. Soon, the old mountaineer’s health began to crumble. His regular outings, which could last several days at a time, stopped altogether. Will Ashcraft had finally slowed down. He and Delia abandoned the old cabin they had lived in since 1910 and moved closer to Hatfield. The weathered outdoorsman who had always trod his own secret path now sought the company of others, particularly Bob. The change in Grandpa’s behavior was obvious to the teenager, who sensed that he was being groomed as a surrogate Odis, a replacement on some kind of mission. It seemed to be linked to some type of vigil: watching over the Brushy Creek valley.

About a year after Odis’s passing, Grandpa began asking Bob to accompany him on trips back to the cabin, to check on the old place. The old-timer had been commuting daily by Ford tractor, which he treated as if it were a horse, yelling “whoa” at it when he wanted to stop. In between odd jobs—cutting tall weeds around the adjacent smokehouse and fixing up the large barn—Grandpa would recount to Bob the history of the frontier cabin. He explained how its foot-thick hand-hewn logs had been tightly dovetailed, using no nails. He also related how Jesse James had paid more than one visit in the previous century. (The cabin was located on the James gang’s escape route from the Hot Springs robbery.)7 Further, he told of an ex-Confederate soldier, William Martin Wiley, from Van Zandt County, Texas, who had occupied a crude windowless hut on the Cossatot River nearby until his death at nearly one hundred in 1930.8 Bill Wiley was a tall, charismatic, long-haired, mustachioed pioneer who could play the fiddle with the same hair-trigger precision as he could shoot. He and Grandpa were the closest of friends, the old man explained. The two loved the woods; they knew its trails like no one else, and they marked them with their axe blades, accordingly. Both men “worked the mines,” and both were expert trackers and marksmen.

Bob figured that there must be some connection among Jesse James, the Confederacy and solitary-minded men staking mining claims after the Civil War. But he had no idea at the time that bits of a vast conspiracy were being revealed.

Over time, Bob’s visits with his great-uncle became less frequent, as demands of high school and then, in his senior year, National Guard duty kept him occupied. Around the time he graduated from Hatfield High School in 1958, a rumor circulated that all who were recently on active duty in the state’s Guard unit would be drafted into the regular Army. Weighing his options, Bob decided to follow in his father’s footsteps. He joined the Navy in June of that year.

When he broke the news to Grandpa that he had signed up and would be shipping out soon, he saw that the old man was hurt. It was, in fact, the first time that he had seen emotion creep over the face of the stoic mountaineer. No further words were exchanged. Bob began what would be a twenty-year career in the Navy, and he would not see the old man again for two years.

During a brief home leave in 1961 with his new wife, Linda, Bob asked his father for a loan to buy a car. Landon Brewer, hit by hard times, could not spare the money and suggested that Bob speak to W. D. Ashcraft about some credit. Grandpa, thrilled to see Bob again, said that if he wanted cash, it would take a “day or so to dig it up.” Bob told him that he needed money for a family car and promised to repay on time with interest. The old man suggested that a check would suffice and immediately presented one. Bob, good to his word, repaid the loan with interest a little over a year later and looked forward to seeing more of the old-timer. But infrequent breaks from military duty over the next few years offered little time to visit with his parents and the Ashcrafts. After one last brief meeting, he departed for the first of two tours in Vietnam. He would never see W. D. Ashcraft again.

Bob flew in over two hundred missions in Navy helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft in Vietnam. He received the Air Medal with four flight/strike awards, the Commendation Medal with combat “V” and other citations for his role in supporting the Navy’s riverine forces in the Mekong Delta. During those years of combat, thoughts of the Arkansas hill country remained distant. But Will Ashcraft had cast a long shadow.

News of the old man’s death at ninety-four in 1971—a few months after Bob’s return from Southeast Asia but before he could get home on leave—hit him hard. The loss of his mentor—a larger-than-life figure, in turn avuncular and remote—had left a mark. So did the fact that Grandpa’s potent secrets—the rumors of treasure and the people behind it—went with him to his grave in Six Mile Cemetery, where a handful of Confederate soldiers lie buried on the adjacent hill. The one heirloom that would come Bob’s way was Bill Wiley’s old 1899 Savage 25-35-caliber rifle. Wiley had passed it to Grandpa, who, in turn, had given it to Uncle Ode. Ode’s wife, Bessie, had promised it to Bob.

Bob Brewer’s decision to leave a successful Navy career and return to tiny Hatfield, to launch a quest that would shed light on Grandpa and Uncle Ode’s secrets, seemed preordained. He knew, even at this early stage, that he had no choice but to unravel a mystery that had been thrust at him. It was a mystery that would turn out to be far bigger and far older than he could have ever imagined at the time. And it was one that would require him to immerse himself first in the history of his native Arkansas hill town and then in the history of the United States at its most turbulent time, the Civil War.
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Knights of the Golden Circle

THE Knights of the Golden Circle, or KGC, was the most powerful subversive organization ever to operate within the United States. It helped rip America apart in the Civil War. And it stealthily planned a Second War of Secession years after the surrender at Appomattox.

The KGC’s strategists planned the firing of the opening salvos against Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861; one of its members, Cherokee chief Stand Watie, was the last Confederate general to surrender, on June 23, 1865. In between these milestones, the KGC carried out extensive guerrilla-warfare—including terrorism against civilian populations—on behalf of the Confederacy. And the secret order probably played a hidden hand in the April 14, 1865, assassination of President Abraham Lincoln by rogue agent John Wilkes Booth. The war’s formal end in the spring of 1865 notwithstanding, the KGC’s underground and seditious activities would continue well into the 1900s.

Yet few Americans today have ever heard of the KGC, whose rank-and-file membership may have swelled to several hundred thousand during the Civil War, according to U.S. intelligence estimates at the time.1 No mainstream history book has been devoted to the subject; few accounts of the Civil War even mention the Knights of the Golden Circle, much less its covert efforts aimed at demoralizing the North.2 None records its existence after 1864.

The KGC, according to the scant references in today’s textbooks and encyclopedias, was a secret pro-South political society that was mostly active in the North and quietly dissolved before the end of the war. In fact, the clandestine paramilitary order functioned first in the South and only later in the North. It was a potent, long-lived Confederate underground army, with a cross-border command structure, unconventional fighting and espionage tactics, secret code and a complex system of buried financial assets. Relegated to a skimpy footnote in America’s bloodiest conflict, the postwar KGC falls off the pages altogether, leaving a void in the annals of the nation’s uncertain and painful transition from division to reunion.

The core hidden KGC was a truly “secret” society—one that left very little written record and whose members swore blood oaths of silence. This, in part, explains why so little has been revealed about a group of zealots that not only helped foment a “War for Southern Independence” but, following the July 1863 defeats at Gettysburg and Vicksburg, took the Rebel cause underground with gold, silver and arms aplenty to fight again. To understand the KGC is to appreciate that the Confederacy did not simply die in 1865. It hid, for decades. The South’s behind-the-scenes power elite resorted to oral commands, coded missives, encrypted photographs and treasure maps—passed on from generation to generation—in preparation for another war.

The Snapshot View

The limited historic literature on the Knights of the Golden Circle yields a blurred and misleadingly simple snapshot of the organization. Missing are the historical and ideological roots—the KGC’s legs, so to speak, stretching back to early-nineteenth-century America and perhaps much earlier in Europe—as well as its outstretched arms, its reach into Reconstruction and then into the twentieth century. Also absent from the record are the names of its hidden command, its “inner sanctum,” with its powerful Masonic ties. Most of all, the ill-defined image misses the KGC’s central strategy: to maintain a powerful, hidden base of politico-military operations in the American Deep South, no matter the outcome of the Civil War itself, and with ample treasure to finance them.

First, the established history. Most popular references depict the KGC as a militant pro-slavery, pro-secession movement that surfaced with some fanfare in the mid- to late-1850s. Its self-anointed leader in the run-up to the Civil War was George W. L. Bickley, a Virginia-born eccentric of questionable character who ran his recruiting operations initially out of Cincinnati and then later from Louisiana, Texas and Alabama before returning to the Midwest.

Whatever Bickley’s personal shortcomings—he was often accused of being an unsavory character of limited financial integrity—the self-styled KGC promoter was a master propagandist. At a minimum, he knew how to play the politicized editorial boards of the pro-South newspapers to obtain positive coverage of his organization’s controversial aims and to help demonize Lincoln and the “abolitionists.”

According to one historian, whose work focused on the frothy mix of secret societies bubbling up during the Civil War period, pro-Union editorial writers in turn deliberately exaggerated the threat of the KGC to create a political bogeyman for pro-Union candidates in Midwest gubernatorial and Congressional elections. Historian Frank Klement, in his Dark Lanterns: Secret Political Societies, Conspiracies, and Treason Trials in the Civil War, called reports of KGC activity little more than “rumors” and myths.3 These reports, Klement writes, were based on nationalism, wartime propaganda and career-enhancing efforts of local politicians and Union military authorities. Nevertheless, Klement’s book cites numerous official documents of the period that warn that the KGC posed an ominous threat to the Union.

The KGC’s chief prewar aim in the North was to generate popular underground support for the secessionist cause among pro-slavery and “states’ rights” sympathizers above the Mason-Dixon line, in the Midwest and in the border states of Kentucky and Missouri.4 California, which had entered the Union as a free state, was also a key target for subversive KGC operations. The reasons for targeting the Bear State were obvious: gold and other mineral resources, shipping routes and a large Southern-sympathizing population in various parts of the state.5

More fundamentally, the KGC called for the creation of a geographic “Golden Circle”—an independent political and economic zone to include the southern and border states, Mexico, Central America and Cuba. At the productive center of this “circular” Southern Empire, with a radius of 1,200 miles extending from Havana through the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, would be a slave-based, agrarian society. Plantations producing cotton, tobacco, sugar, indigo and coffee would power its economic engine. This Southern slave empire would attract investment from Europe, build an extensive rail network (with links westward to California that would make the West depend more on the South than on the North) and develop some manufacturing capacity—thus becoming a competitive self-sufficient trading zone. The acquisition of new territories south of the border would maintain the balance of power in Congress between free and slave states until the South could secede to establish full independence. Or so the vision, as articulated by Bickley, promised.6

The secret order’s immediate task was to incite rebellion—to “fire the Southern Heart”—through its “castles,” its local cells or chapters spread across the South, North and border states. Tens of thousands of supporters from a cross-section of society (doctors, judges, craftsmen, editors, lawyers, clergymen, laborers, etc.) were reported to have taken secret oaths and joined such castles. For a fee of $1, $5 or $10, for the first three degrees of initiation, respectively, as well as payment of a prorated property tax, initiates became rank-and-file members.

Yet, the vast majority of KGC initiates into the “lower degrees” of indoctrination were probably unaware of the full scope of the Southern leadership’s ruthless plan for cementing secession.7 Many of the Northern members were merely opposed to prosecuting a war against the South, and later opposed President Lincoln’s perceived heavy-handedness on the home front during 1862–63. The president’s call for Congress to provide authority to suspend the writ of habeas corpus (the requirement that the government bring charges against those that it arrests) and a subsequent wave of seemingly arbitrary arrests of alleged Southern sympathizers in Indiana and Ohio provoked sharp outcries. These acts, derided by KGC agitators as the new U.S. “despotism,” served as rallying points for proliferating KGC castles in the region.8

The consensus history also maintains that the KGC, during the latter half of the Civil War, functioned primarily as a political fifth column in the North and Midwest with the aim of weakening the Union’s resolve and thus its prospects for total victory. Known as Copperheads or Peace Democrats, these Northern-based associates of the secret order were tasked toward war’s end with undermining the fabric of society in the Old Northwest (today’s Ohio Valley/Midwest), and thus opening up a new front for the South. According to Klement and others, these operatives were supposed to stir up trouble before congressional, gubernatorial and presidential elections in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois and Iowa; interfere with the draft (launched in March 1863); encourage desertion; provide intelligence; smuggle supplies; assassinate U.S. military and state government officials; and eventually generate fear about rumored general uprisings at a time when war fatigue had taken root.9

Ultimately, the KGC and its derivative “political” offshoots—the Order of American Knights (1863) and the Sons of Liberty (1864)—were accused by Republican governors in the region and by pro-Union editorial writers of attempting to carve out a “Northwest Confederacy” that would close forces with the rebel army and the Confederate States of America.10 Confederate Gen. John Hunt Morgan’s bold but abortive raid north of the Ohio River into Indiana and Ohio in July 1863—precisely when local newspapers had speculated about a so-called Copperhead-sponsored insurrection—provided some evidence for that thesis.11

According to the consensus history, the failure of those “Northwest” raids to achieve their intended results sent the KGC into rapid decline and eventual oblivion by 1864. Standing in the way of success were a number of factors: effective counter-espionage measures; decisive troop deployments; preemptive arrests; and seizure of arms ordered by pro-Union governors and Union military officials assigned to the region.12 Some historians, like Klement, argued that the feared organizing capacity of the KGC and Copperheads was overblown to begin with, fanned by Republican jingoism, and that the overall mission was doomed to fail.

The KGC’s nominal public “leaders”—Bickley, Sons of Liberty head Clement L. Vallandigham and the Order of American Knights’ Phineas C. Wright—were all at some point arrested and thrown into jail for their seditious activities, along with numerous other KGC associates or affiliated operatives.

It was through the capture of Bickley and his wife later in July 1863, while traveling in Indiana after the failed Northern Uprising, that a number of revealing KGC documents and artifacts came to light. These included an 1859 handbook, Rules, Regulations and Principles of the K.G.C., most likely penned by Bickley. Also seized were a KGC cipher (written inside a pocket-sized prayer book), the order’s “great seal” insignia, as well as an assortment of medals and pins. The documents and regalia—found either in Bickley’s suitcase at the time of his arrest or in the undergarments of his wife, who was searched by a female detective—are on file at the National Archives. They form the basis of much of what has been written about the traitorous secret order. (Historians have overlooked a revealing reference in one of the primary source documents found in Bickley’s possession. A card containing nineteen items of the KGC’s principles describes a key fraternal hand signal used to indicate KGC membership. It calls, in code, for placing the index finger against the thumb to make a circle. “A golden circle, encasing a dark or iron hand clasped on a scroll; whole [sic] to be about the size of a dime.” Numerous tintypes and photographs of leading secessionists and, later, Confederates, reveal this KGC signal being given.)

Bickley, who languished in federal prisons for months after the war (all the while denying involvement in the KGC and its treasonous plots), was questioned by federal agents about possible complicity in the assassination of President Lincoln. The nominal KGC leader vehemently disclaimed any role in the murder of the president, who had received multiple direct communications from U.S. military intelligence in the last two years of his life about the personal danger posed by the KGC.13

An emotionally and physically drained Bickley died two years later in Baltimore, a free man never formally charged with a crime. With Bickley’s imprisonment, the established history of the KGC comes to an abrupt end.

The problems with the above conventional view of the Knights of the Golden Circle are manifold. First, as often occurs with personality-driven history or journalism, it attaches far too much weight to a high-profile individual—in this case, the front man, Bickley. No doubt, Bickley’s grandstanding drew significant press attention and disproportionately elevated his persona through North and South alike in the antebellum and early war years. But in the end, Bickley—who got off to a questionable start by organizing a failed raid into Mexico in 1860—was a crank. Although well-acquainted with the symbolism, rituals and grand designs of a mysterious political underground movement, he was someone unequipped to lead the KGC. He was, at best, a pamphleteer, or, in today’s parlance, a marketer, for the organization.

Whether sanctioned by the true powers behind the KGC or not, Bickley brought to public light the rough outline of the cabal’s broad political agenda. An early anti-KGC exposé, appearing in the May 1862 issue of Continental Monthly, aptly described Bickley’s propagandist role: “George Bickley [is] a miserable quack and ‘confidence man,’ a person long familiarly spoken of by the press as a mere Jeremy Diddler, but who has been a useful tool to shrewder men in managing for them this precious order.” The essay’s author pointed out that building state-to-state momentum for secession was a mission for powerful—albeit hidden—political machinery, and not the province of a single man:

The prompt and vigorous action of the whole Secession movement, by which states with a majority attached to the Union were hurled, scarce knowing how, into rebellion, would never have been accomplished save by a long established and perfectly drilled organization. It is not enough to sway millions that the leaders simply know what to do, or that they have the power to do it. There must be organization and subordination, if only to control the independent action of demagogues and of selfish politicians, who abound in the South, as elsewhere. Had the existence of the K.G.C. never been revealed, the historian would have detected it by its results, and been compelled in fairness to admit that it was admirably instituted to fulfill its ends, evil as they were, and that its work was well done.14

An earlier exposé, in the same magazine in January 1862, makes the case that the KGC’s sole mission, going back to presecessionist drum-beating from South Carolina in the mid-1830s, was always the dissolution of the Union and the establishment of a Southern Empire. It asserts that these twin goals were foisted upon an unwitting, and moreover unwilling, public in the South by a clique of wealthy plantation owners. “And it was solely by means of its secret but powerful machinery, that the Southern States were plunged into revolution, in defiance of the will of their voting population,” it postulates.15

Front men such as Bickley and Vallandigham (the latter having legitimate credentials and a real following as a former prominent congressman from Ohio) offered certain benefits for the concealed, well-oiled machine. They not only provided a populist link to the citizenry but also insulated the KGC’s true leadership from damage. If trouble came, as it inevitably did, how convenient to have charismatic front men languish in jail. The burden of association with a hidden traitorous organization would lie squarely on their shoulders, and theirs alone.

Historian I. Winslow Ayer, author of The Great North-Western Conspiracy, captured the essence of this strategy when he wrote in 1865 that the KGC’s leaders “put forward the most irresponsible persons at their command, as the mouthpieces and official representatives of the Order, to the end that if detected, the theory of crazy, powerless fools, could be wielded upon public sentiment by an undisturbed partisan press, to save the scheme from thorough investigation and development by the authorities.”16 Moreover, if the front men were arrested and emerged looking like martyrs to Southern sympathizers—as in the case of Vallandigham—all the better. Lincoln, a shrewd reader of hinterland sentiment, or, as he put it, “fire in the rear,” was clever enough to minimize the political fallout in the fragile Midwest by reducing Vallandigham’s sentence to banishment to the South, as historian James McPherson has noted.17

Furthermore, the base of operations of the front men provided value. Their proselytizing in such cities as Cincinnati and St. Louis made it appear that the KGC was fundamentally a Northern, Western or Northwestern movement. While the Union made all-out efforts to penetrate the so-called Northwestern Conspiracy (and in the process made it seem that bringing this clandestine group to heel meant an end to the KGC nationwide), the KGC’s Southern bastions of power—Charleston, New Orleans, Montgomery, Richmond and finally Nashville and Canton (Texas)—stayed out of range of Lincoln administration agents during the war.18

This is not to say that the efforts of Bickley and Vallandigham were deliberate red herrings. The KGC’s core leadership knew that the efforts of a Northern-based branch (supported by communiqués transmitted by covert agents and by coded messages placed in Northern newspapers) could enlist new recruits, weaken Northern public resolve for total victory and possibly lead to a coordinated movement (between uniformed Rebel forces from the South and nonuniformed fifth column KGC recruits from the North) to open up a Northern front. As it turned out, Vallandigham campaigned openly and aggressively in public speeches for an abrupt, negotiated end to the war that would leave the South’s independent slave-holding republic intact. At the least, the Northern branch could stir up enough internal dissent in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois and Iowa—all suffering from weak economies—to thwart Lincoln’s chances of reelection in 1864. And, even if Lincoln were to be reelected, a stepped up KGC campaign of terrorism and subversion might convince a weary Union that the war might not be worth the cost in lives and matériel.

Stirring up a sense of panic and chaos in the North clearly was the unspoken reason for the brutal antidraft riot in New York City in July 1863, which, after three days, left hundreds, mostly blacks, dead in the streets.19 Some believe the KGC was behind this bloody event. According to Benson Lossing’s social history from the late 1800s, the carefully organized “riot” had begun with the destruction of telegraph wires extending out of the city. After uttering cries against the draft, the mostly Irish mob, fueled by the KGC’s plotting and invectives, yelled:

“Down with the Abolitionists, down with the nigger, Hurrah for Jeff Davis.” … This riot seems to have been only an irregular manifestation of an organized outbreak in New York City simultaneously with a similar insurrection projected in some western cities. But the draft went on in spite of all opposition; and the Knights of the Golden Circle and the Peace Faction were discomfited.20

Ultimately, even if all else failed with political agitation and paramilitary operations in the North and West, a key component of the KGC’s North/South strategy would remain intact: the move underground, via widely dispersed cells in the South, to prepare for a second Civil War.

Timing was critical. The KGC’s leadership had seen the writing on the wall during that eventful month of July 1863. In those critical few weeks, first Gettysburg and then Vicksburg—the Confederacy’s vital stronghold on the Mississippi—fell. KGC leaders immediately recognized that the South, after suffering such devastating battlefield defeats, could no longer expect British or French intervention on their side. Such intervention, they knew, had always been dependent on convincing London and Paris that the South ultimately would prevail in its bid for independence.21

The KGC elite realized that the South had insufficient capital, matériel and troops to prosecute the war alone without European assistance, particularly after giving up key logistical advantages along the Mississippi. Better, they reasoned, to take firm steps to build the resources and command structure below ground for a renewed fight on more equal footing, at a time of their choosing and with an emphasis on guerrilla warfare. Focusing government agents, newspaper columnists and academic historians on such cranks as Bickley gave the KGC convenient cover while it plotted to go below surface on its home turf. This enormous enterprise was undertaken late in the war, and all but escaped scrutiny.
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Coming Home: A Gold-Filled Legacy

THE phrase “Knights of the Golden Circle” meant nothing to Bob Brewer in 1977, the year that he moved his young family to Hatfield after a nineteen-year career in the Navy. It would take another sixteen years before “KGC” entered his vocabulary. Once he had resettled in the Arkansas hill country, a powerful desire to solve the mystery of Grandpa’s deep-woods excursions—and their links to possible treasure—was never far from his mind. In fact, in that small Polk County mountain town, where everyone seemed to know each other, the topic of hidden treasure was all but unavoidable.

Bob spent the first year at home unwinding, adjusting to the pace of civilian life. He put his modest savings toward fixing up a small ranch that he and Linda had purchased a few miles from town. It felt good having stretches of free time, the first since his youth.

But, notwithstanding the buffer of a military pension, he also recognized that with three young boys to feed and a daughter going off to college, he had to enter the civilian workforce. To troll for job leads and catch up with old acquaintances, he would drive to McLain’s, the coffee shop on the edge of town, where burly men from the timber and trucking industries would gather for breakfast. Much of the conversation centered on the hunting season, the mills and local politics. Almost invariably, amid the din, someone would slip in a line or two about hunting treasure, “Spanish gold,” to be specific.

It struck Bob as odd just how much treasure talk there was. Some of the conversationalists—locals such as Art Akins and George Icke—were self-avowed, full-time “treasure hunters.” Others claimed to do their “coin shooting” for sport in their free time. No one claimed outright to have found hidden caches. Yet many spoke of having uncovered mysterious “Spanish treasure” signs in the surrounding mountains.

Bob could only grin. Among the many vague descriptions of such signs from these well-meaning men—all of whom claimed to know more than they actually did—he would occasionally hear a precise account of one of the carved symbols that he had seen with Grandpa and Ode. When told about carvings that were unfamiliar, he carefully would sketch them on loose pieces of paper. If a location was given (and there was an implicit level of trust among these mountain men), he would head to the woods to investigate. On several occasions, he concluded, the tree- or rock-face engravings fit a pattern: the same knowing hand or hands had created them. That knowledge he quietly kept to himself. In his study at home, he began incorporating each field report into a master, color-coded topographical layout of the Brushy Creek area near Smoke Rock Mountain.

He recognized a certain irony in all this seemingly haphazard talk about “lost Spanish treasure” in landlocked Arkansas. He had just arrived from the Florida Keys, his last Navy posting, where an effort had been under way to find the sunken Spanish galleon, Nuestra Señora de Atocha, and its reputed millions. During his “twilight tour” at Naval Air Station Boca Chica, Bob occasionally had bumped into high-profile treasure hunter Mel Fisher at local establishments in nearby Key West. He learned that Fisher’s treasure-hunting team was focused, well-equipped and maintained a systematic approach to finding its target. At some point, Bob speculated, Fisher was going to find the mother lode in the shallow waters off the Keys. (Fisher did just that with the Atocha, in 1985, for a total recovery estimated at more than $400 million in gold coin, ingots, jewels and gems. In the process, Fisher lost a son, a daughter-in-law and another diver to a freak salvage-boat accident.)

In their last encounter in Key West in 1976, Bob had told the veteran offshore treasure hunter that as a boy growing up in the Ouachitas he had been shown treasure markings. When Fisher asked about the origin of the rumored land treasure, Bob said that he didn’t know but that it might be Spanish. (At the time, Bob had no way of knowing that Fisher would wind up on the same trail, fifteen years later, near Smoke Rock, on property owned by a daughter of Grandpa Ashcraft. A gold “mining” company, called Equity AU and financed in part by Fisher, would leave a hole ten feet long, five feet wide and eight feet deep a quarter-mile east of where Will Ashcraft had pointed out the beech tree with the “treasure signs” to Bob. The area, in fact, was thick with treasure markings and near the spot where Grandpa had staked some of his mining claims. After Fisher died of cancer in 1998, the short-lived Equity AU mining operations in the Ouachitas ceased.)

Grandpa and Uncle Ode never spoke about Spanish gold. So when Hatfield locals at McLain’s gabbed loosely about sixteenth-century Spaniards having to hide their loot in the hills from marauding Indians, Bob chalked it up to plausible chatter. But, he figured, it could just as easily amount to mere myth. Whatever the stories’ merits, he recalled how Grandpa had referred to a “Mexican” getting killed for “snooping around” not far from the Ashcraft cabin, in an area with numerous treasure markings. Was this “Mexican” actually a Spaniard, and did he ever exist?

The questions nagged Bob. So he set out to talk with the one person in town who, he thought, could shed some light: William Hicks, a former neighbor, retired preacher and friend of Will Ashcraft. When asked about the Mexican’s murder, the octogenarian chuckled: “My grandfather loaned Tandy Hatfield the gun that he used.” Hicks also said that young Tandy—one of several sons of John Hatfield, an early homesteader with Confederate roots—had been arrested for the fatal shooting, jailed and then, mysteriously, vanished. There was plenty of speculation, Hicks added, that a local conspiracy had freed Tandy and that he had lived quietly on a mountainside above Brushy Creek, some twelve miles from Hatfield, for years.

Bob thanked the old man and set out to confirm his account in the county court records in nearby Mena and then in newspaper archives in Little Rock, three hours away. The court records revealed an 1884 indictment for first-degree murder against T. A. Hatfield, but there were no follow-up documents as to the outcome of the indictment.1 Moreover, Bob could find no trial record, no punishment record or even a death certificate for the murder suspect. In Little Rock, he came across a July 18, 1884, article in the Fort Smith Elevator.2 It described how, in early 1884, an “old Mexican or Spaniard” had arrived in Brushy Valley via Texarkana with an old map of the area. The map reportedly delineated local “mines.” The man, going by the name “Vannetta,” used the information provided by the map to find a vertical shaft said to have hidden gold bullion inside. Vannetta reportedly recovered buried tools in the shaft, but, the article said, “nothing was done at the time toward developing” the search for the bullion. Vannetta then reportedly returned to the area in early July, seeking other trails for other mines, where he met his fate. The Fort Smith newspaper said: “Some week or two ago, this old Spaniard was delving on one of his claims, and it proved to have been homesteaded, and he was shot and killed.” The young fugitive, Tandy Hatfield, was later arrested and jailed in Dallas, Arkansas, the old county seat of Polk County, it noted.

Bob found the century-old article fascinating. Parts of the story seemed to fit with what Grandpa had told him, on that first logging trip into the mountains. But what was the real motive behind the killing? What, if anything, was Tandy Hatfield trying to protect from Vannetta? Was Vannetta truly Spanish, he wondered. The name did not sound Spanish, and Linda, his wife of Mexican heritage, agreed.

Then, what about these “mining claims,” in that area of Brushy Creek, near the Hatfields and the Ashcrafts? He scoured mining records stored at the Polk County courthouse and found that Grandpa, indeed, held extensive claims in precisely the same sector, running into the mid-1950s.3 Some of the claims appeared to be related to the same dank, abandoned tunnels and shafts that veined Smoke Rock mountain—unsafe excavations that he had been warned to stay away from as a boy.

Most perplexing was that, despite persistent talk and effort expended on “Spanish” gold mines (and there were lots of abandoned “diggings” in the area), there never seemed to have been any authenticated amount of gold discovered. A state geologist contacted by Bob reported that there had never been any substantial quantity of gold mined in Arkansas.4 Manganese, for hardening steel, had been quarried extensively in the 1930s and 1940s in Polk County, but not precious metals.

It was all very confusing: the local papers from the mid-1880s through early 1900s had reported sporadic gold strikes by newcomers.5 Bob began to suspect these stories were apocryphal. He guessed that a “staged” gold rush in Polk County might have been promoted before 1900—perhaps as a smokescreen for some other purpose, one related to treasure.

A conversation he later had with Hatfield’s postmaster, Jim Harris, bolstered his hypothesis. The postman’s father, Tutt, owned the local general-supply store in Hatfield in the early part of the century. During the 1930s and 1940s, Tutt Harris regularly sold groceries and mining supplies to a perennial, albeit mysterious, visitor to town, William Chambers Dobson. Born in nearby Cove, Arkansas, in 1866, Bill Dobson was a close friend and associate of Will and Odis Ashcraft. He would arrive each year, beginning in April or May, from his home in Coolidge, Arizona.6

After picking up rations of salt pork, pinto beans, loaves of bread and sticks of dynamite at Tutt Harris & Son, Dobson would gather up a paid crew of five young locals and work his and Grandpa’s mining claims along the trails and creeks near Smoke Rock. (Joe Dobson, Bill’s son and an all-star pitcher for the Boston Red Sox during the 1940s, visited his father in his Hatfield “mining” operation, causing quite a stir in the local barbershop and other parts of town.)

Dobson stayed in a miner’s shack that had been built by Bill Wiley in the late 1800s or early 1900s. But Dobson’s main interest was not exactly mining, in the traditional sense; it was something to do with buried treasure. Tutt Harris and others, for instance, had observed Dobson carrying around a “waybill,” or what to them looked like a coded treasure map. On the one occasion that young Jim Harris visited the site, he noticed the overweight Dobson taking readings with a compass. He observed the old man wandering up the creek bed unaccompanied, while the rest of the crew dug into the side of the mountain. Jim recalled Dobson telling him that they were looking for a “vein of gold that runs all the way to Arizona.” Moreover, this mysterious transient figure who hired local teenagers to dig holes deep into mountainsides had another puzzling habit: after the young men had dug to a certain depth, he invariably would pull them off the shaft and move them somewhere else. No one ever knew for sure what they were looking for. It was almost as if Dobson knew how deep something was buried and abruptly stopped the digging—presumably to finish it later, alone, after the heavy lifting had been completed.
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