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Fifty-cent scrip note #92 with
vignette of sidewheel river
boat, signed by J. W.
Edmonton and dated May 20,
1863. Note: pen alteration of
redemption clause from $20 to
$10.

The Search
for Chalk Bluff, Mo •

BY RON HORSTMAN

THE VERY INTRIGUING NOTE SHOWN ABOVE FIRST
appeared in an April, 1985, Bank Note Reporter advertisement of
Currency Unlimited, the firm operated by Don Fisher. In that ad,
Don described the note as being "very fine and very rare." The

piece was subsequently purchased by my friend and fellow collector, Karl
Zuehlke. Karl, also of St. Louis, was an avid collector of obsolete notes and
scrip from all over the United States, but he eagerly searched for and bought
Missouri items.

I was visiting Karl in May, 1997, when he quietly said to me, "Collecting
just isn't fun anymore." His health was failing, and he had great difficulty see-
ing all the intricate details on his many, many beautiful notes. He asked me if I
would help him sort out his collection so he could dispose of it. While we
were going through the material, we came across the Chalk Bluff scrip note. I
asked Karl if he had ever been able to locate the site. He shook his head,
handed me the note, and ordered, "Find out!" Unfortunately, Karl passed
away on July 5th that year.

I searched for a "Chalk Bluff' on quite a few maps of the State of
Missouri, and in a number of post office directories — all with no success. I
wrote a letter to my friend, Linda Brown Kubish, at the Missouri State
Historical Society in Columbia, asking for her assistance. Linda kindly per-
formed some research of their holdings, and notified me that she found a ref-
erence to a "Chalk Bluff" in Dunklin County. Dunklin County is located in
the famous "Bootheel" of Missouri; it's actually the county on the west side of
the "Bootheel."

I was curious to find out as much as I could about the area, so I planned a
visit to Dunklin County during my vacation in September, 1998. Driving
south on Interstate 55 to Sikeston, and continuing over state highways 60 and
62, I reached the town of Campbell. I then traveled about four miles on gravel
Dunklin County roads until I reached a Missouri Department of Conservation



Chalk Bluff is located in Dunklin
County in Missouri's Bootheel.
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boat ramp at the St. Francis River.
The weather had been quite dry, and the river appeared to be about 30

feet wide at that point. I noticed a couple of dogs cavorting in the water near-
by, and judged it to be about a foot deep. On the Missouri side of the river,
there was only a simple sign, which stated that this was the site of a Civil War
battle.

When I crossed over to the Arkansas side, I was really impressed with that
state's attention to the site. For visitors so inclined, there was a picnic ground
complete with cooking pits and shelters. Several large markers identified the
site as the Battle of Chalk Bluff. These explained in detail the events that took
place at the site during the Civil War as the trail wound down to the river's
edge. According to one of the signs, the area received its name because of the
chalk-colored clay in the bluffs.

The St. Francis River crosses the Crowley Ridge, a crescent-shaped for-
mation beginning in southeastern Missouri and continuing southward to
Helena, Arkansas. This natural north-south trail divides the swamp lands of
the two states. It was ct this point on the river that the community of Chalk
Bluff was located, most of it on the Arkansas side.

Chalk Bluff was of vital importance to the Confederate forces. A ferry
operated between Arkansas and Missouri at the site. During the early years of
the Civil War, the Confederate forces controlled the area, striking at Federal
forces and then disappearing into the nearby swamps. Troops, supplies and
munitions were often collected at Chalk Bluff and shipped downstream to the
larger Confederate armies.

On March 9th, 1863, Union Brigadier General John McNeil marched
south from Bloomfield, Missouri, at the head of some 500 troops. His goal
was to rid the area of the bothersome Confederates, and the capture of Chalk
Bluff was his first objective. McNeil and his force arrived the next morning,
and found the ferry tied up on the other side of the river.

The Confederates held a strong position, but McNeil had brought two
Howitzer cannon with him. The Union artillery bombarded the Confederate
forces for several hours, eventually convincing them to withdraw. At that time
five Federal volunteers were able to swim the river and retrieve the ferry.
Soon, three companies of Union soldiers had crossed the river, burned the
community of Chalk Bluff and destroyed a supply of corn.

On April 20th, 1863, the Confederate Cavalry surprised the Union
encampment at Chalk Bluff and drove them back across the St. Francis River
into Missouri. A third (and final) major battle was fought at Chalk Bluff on
May 1, 1863. A force of approximately 5,000 Confederates under the com-
mand of General John S. Marmaduke engaged a Union force of some 8,000
troops commanded by Generals John Vandiver and the persistent John
McNeil. The Union forces won convincingly, and the area remained under
Union control for the remainder of the War.

Losses were high on both sides, and the dead were buried together in a
mass grave in the Scatterville Cemetery in nearby Rector, Arkansas.
Edmonton's store was located on the Missouri side of the river. By 1882 the
town of Chalk Bluff had faded away; most of the businesses had moved to
nearby St. Francis, which featured a new railroad line and a bridge across the
St. Francis River.

Karl Zuehlke is gone, but thanks to his challenge I learned the history of a
small community (now gone) in my home state, and its role in our nation's
greatest internal struggle. Yes, Karl, I found out.
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