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THIS REGION’S recorded history began in
the fall of 1541/ when Spanish explorer
Hernando DeSoto passed through what is now
Union County in search of gold. He and his
troops spent the winternear the Ouachita River
in the Indian village0f Autiamue (thought to be
populated by a Quapaw branch of the Dakota
tribe). Three centuries. later in December of
1843, a 160-acre tractin the newly formed
Union County of'the new state of Arkansas was
named “El Dorado”, literally translating from
Spanish as “the golden one,” and referring to the
legendary city made of gold. According to
historians, the three state-appointed local
commissioners, Major John R. Hampton,
Robert Black, and Green Newton, had accepted
the land deed from homesteader Matthew
Rainey, carved it into town lots, designated it as
the county seat, and named it El Dorado after
Hampton’s suggestion that it meant “gilded” in
Spanish. (Hampton later became a state
representative, then a state senator, then
president of the senate and on to acting
gOVernor).

One local myth attributes the town’s name to the
slang expression used by wagon trains going
westward: “Where’re you going? To your El
Dorado?” -a reference to the legendary Spanish
American city of untold riches, sought after 16th
century explorers. The most colorful and
least-repeated tale claims the name had to do
with a strong drink, which could be obtained at

first settler Matthew Rainey’s store or the El
Dorado Bar. Whichever is true, the town of
3,000 lived up to its name when, in 1921, the
discovery of oil — “black gold” — transformed
the community into a teeming boomtown whose
population swelled to 30,000 by 1925. Within
the first two years, 56 wells were producing a
staggering 50,000 barrels per day.

“...the town thronged with
a seething mass of
conglomerate humanity...
diamonds and costly furs
rubbed elbows with
oil-soaked khaki.”

Prior to the oil boom, city promoters described
El Dorado as being void of enticing saloons,
gambling dens, and dance halls, any of which
would divert the minds of young ladies from
their work or corrupt young boys. Recruiters
touted El Dorado as a good town full of good
people, good churches, good business
advantages and a good school. In 1910, one
resident observed that El Dorado was a young
town beginning to accept such progressive
changes as electricity, running water, and
sidewalks; that there was an aristocratic vein
running through its citizenry, favoring cultural
and artistic pursuits.

The oil boom, however, inalterably changed the
city. According to one account, the town
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“thronged with a seething mass of conglomerate
humanity...diamonds and costly furs rubbed
elbows with oil-soaked khaki.” Legitimate
business folk were joined by an influx of
gamblers, moonshiners, dope-sellers, ladies of
the evening, thieves and murderers who
transformed areas of the city into colorful and
sometimes violent little enclaves known as
Pistol Hill, Shotgun Valley, Chicken Farm, and
the infamous Hamburger Row. Tales are still
told of pistol-packin’ White Hat Annie, of mules
drowning in the city’s muddy streets, and of
rivers of oil streaming through the city’s natural
valleys-so.  convincing  that  nightflying
waterfowl would mistake the glistening mass
for a watery resting place.

Famed billionaire H. L. Hunt started his oil
empire while living in El Dorado when he won
an interest in an oil well in a poker game (see
#11. Hamburger Row account). This was the
start of Mr. Hunt’s oil fortune. He and his family
lived here until they moved to Tyler, Texas in
1932 and then on to Dallas in 1939.

In_ direct proportion to “undesirables,” the
number of El Dorado’s faithful swelled, forcing
virtually every major church to build a bigger,
and usually more magnificent, house of
worship.

As the initial frenzy of the boom slackened,
permanent building began. Strained beyond
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capacity, many downtown structures were razed
and rebuilt because of their inadequacy to meet
the oil boom’s demands. A growing timber
industry, poultry | production and chemical
plants joined oil as important additions to the
city’s economic base-However, the oil boom of
the 1920s and the considerable wealth it brought
to the area continue’ tovdistinguish the city in
most Arkansans’ ‘minds: Much of the city’s
extant brick-and-mortarhistory dates from those
hectic years. Its .01l “boom architecture is
symbolic of the city’s past, ptesent, and future
prosperity. Although influenced by the
well-intentioned fads of interim eras, it has
survived.

Enjoy your walking tour of downtown EI
Dorado and delight in the spirit of our city’s
heritage.

This material was produced with assistance from
the Historic Preservation Fund, administered by
the National Park Service, Department of the
Interior, and the Arkansas Historic Preservation
Program, a division of the Department of
Arkansas Heritage. Any opinions, findings, and
conclusions or recommendations expressed in
this-material are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Department
of ‘the Interior or the Department of Arkansas
Heritage.
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and it was just in time: The church’s burgeoning membership
doubled between 1922 and 1926. The building has since had
extensive additions and renovations including the 1982 $1.5
million facility joined by a pedestrian bridge across North
West Avenue.

e 1905 JUNIOR COLLEGE BUILDING, NOW
SOUTH ARKANSAS COMMUNITY COLLEGE
ADMINISTRATION BUILDING
300 South West Avenue
Built from 1904 to 1905
Neoclassical Revival by architect Charles Thompson,
aided by Reverend J. F. McKinzie
National Register of Historic Places, 1978

7 This site has been continually
used for public education since

1858. Bennett G. Clark and

Sarah W. Clark deeded this land

in 1847 to the early trustees of

El Dorado Female Institute.

In 1858 Albert Rust sold five
acres more to the trustees for
$250, stipulating that the land
be used for a female academy. That year the academy opened
in a two-story, eight-room frame structure and was run by
Reverend and Mrs. William S. Lacy. (Early trustees’ family
names included Goodwin, Bussy, Ammons, Smead, Marr,
Clowser, Adams, Rust, Cornish, Hampton, Heines and Hardy.)

During the Civil War, the school’s assembly hall was used as
a hospital for Confederate soldiers (see the monument on the
downtown square commemorating the soldiers that died). In
1874, the building joined El Dorado’s public school system
and eventually became the school district’s high school, with
its first graduating class in 1896.

After the turn of the century, prominent citizens B. W. Reeves,
Dr. Morgan Smith, W. H. Matthews, D. E. Armstrong, C. P.
McHenry, Rev. J. F. McKinzie, Dr. W. J. Anson, Dr. J. M.
Sheppard and Hugh W. Goodwin oversaw the construction
and financing of a new high school structure in 1905. By 1911,
the building had electricity and indoor plumbing. The
subsequent years brought many changes in use for the building
(a junior high, a high school, a junior college and a community
college), but always for education. In 1975, Southern Arkansas
University (formerly Southern State College) purchased the
property and established Southern Arkansas University-El
Dorado Branch the following year. In 1991, South Arkansas
Community College was created as a result of the merging of
the Branch and the independent Oil Belt Vocational-Technical
School in El Dorado. Today this red brick building houses
administration and faculty offices for the college.

@ PRESBYTERIAN CEMETERY
400 block of South Washington Avenue
Established in 1845; burials ceased in 1900

> According to church history,
“three blocks south of the
Court House is a little
cemetery sacred to the history
of El Dorado.” Title to the
cemetery now rests in the
name of “The Deacons of the
First Presbyterian Church of
El Dorado, and their
successors forever.” Some of
El Dorado’s first settlers are
buried on this site, including first homesteader Matthew
Rainey and his son first postmaster Christopher Columbus
Rainey, as well as other such pioneer families as the
Armstrongs, Prothros, Faulkners, Schulers, Ragsdales,
Newtons, Murphys, Kinards, Busseys, Ammons and many
more. One grave is surrounded by a cast iron fence and ornate
gate, fashioned by Wood & Perot of Philadelphia, that is of a
weeping willow tree with doves resting in its branches and
lambs lying beneath its shade. Three unknown confederate
soldier graves are marked with tombstones stating, “Our
Beloved Confederates.”

TR

e HAMBURGER ROW
[ : The 300-500 blocks of
South Washington Avenue
gained a reputation at the
8 height of the South
n%l W Arkansas Oil Boom that

forever became a part of El
Dorado lore. The discovery
of oil on the western end of
El Dorado in January 1921
by Samuel Busey-Armstrong #1 touched off a frenzy that
brought tens of thousands of investors, prospectors, and
workers to El Dorado that quickly made the city the oil capital
of Arkansas. Every hotel room, bed, office space, and front
porch were rented out to fortune-seekers who descended upon
the town.

By the end of 1921, a series of ramshackle buildings had been
constructed along the 300-500 blocks of South Washington, all
surrounding the Presbyterian Cemetery, serving hot meals and
hamburgers to hungry oil workers, giving it the nickname
"Hamburger Row." The area became famous, or infamous, for
what it also offered. Speakeasies became part of the nightlife,

though it was the middle of Prohibition. Card games and
gambling could be found where fortunes won in the oil fields
could be lost on a throw of the dice. Famed oilman H. L. Hunt
had left his farm in Southeast Arkansas to try his luck in El
Dorado and reportedly won his first prized oil lease in one
legendary Hamburger Row card game. Prostitution was also
among the vices. Fortunetellers and con men plied their
g , 3 trades. Makeshift shopping

% ; i centers, offering everything
from hats to automobiles to
oil equipment, rose and fell in
a short time.

Though the easy oil money
pleased most, the seedy
reputation of Hamburger
Row, within just a couple of blocks of the city's churches,
offended many residents. By August 1922, the City Council
voted to clamp down and clean up Hamburger Row. They shut
down the shacks and removed the gamblers, liquor dealers,
and ladies of the evening. The old buildings were torn down
and others replaced them within a short time, but all of El
Dorado still remembers the Hamburger Row legend.

@ OIL HERITAGE PARK
Northwest Corner of East Cedar Street and South
Jefferson Avenue

Originally a parking lot,
monuments have been added
to the site over the past
decade to highlight the
history of the discovery of
oil in the region. Bronze
statues have been added of
some of South Arkansas
most famous oil men. Narratives accompanied the monuments
and statues to tell this story and identify the equipment that
was used in the field, all of the equipment in the park were
once used in oil discovery.

e RIALTO THEATRE

117 East Cedar Street

Classical Revival by Kolben, Hunter, and Boyd
Completed in 1929 as a
vaudeville theater and movie
house, this performance facility is

for touring performances, music,
live HD broadcast shows and
symphonic performances by El
Dorado’s owin Souili Aikansas

Symphony Orchestra.

In addition, the stage will convert into a 125-black box for
comedy, spoken word and lectures.

The renovation of the Rialto to recapture its beauty and former
glory is a key component of Phase 2 of MAD/Murphy Arts
District.

e FIRST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

201 South Hill Avenue

Built in 1922

Classical Revival designed by UMC regional offices
In 1833, a small band of
people here formed a
Methodist congregation.
Some of the first church
members included the
families of John H.
Cornish, William Lucas,
E. R. Brown, Warner
Brown, Rev. William N.
Hayes and Col. N. G. Hickman. In 1845, the new Union
County’s first methodist church, aptly named First Methodist
Church, was built out of logs on its current property on Hill
Street that was purchased from Wamer Brown for only $30.
He later donated additional adjoining land for a church
cemetery and gave a bell as well. A second church building
was erected out of lumber on the site in 1871. In 1901,
congregation members C. P. McHenry, W. H. Goodwin, W. J.
Miles, W. J. Pinson, H. C. Norris and A. P. Thompson along
with Rev. J. A. Sage oversaw the construction of a third
building out of brick. With the discovery of oil came plans for
a totally new church. From 1922 to 1924, the congregation
worshiped either under a white tent one block over on Jackson
Avenue or in the nearby Rialto Theatre, until finally the
current sanctuary structure was complete. The church has
since added an educational building and chapel (1957) and its
name changed in 1968 to First United Methodist Church, and
the Hanna Building recreational and meeting complex
(1980s).




