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Listen—
this painting is talking.
It was made long before
film or television, but we
know every word that’s
being said.

“Halloo, stranger.”
“Hello, yourself.”
“Can I get to stay all
night with you?”
“No, sir, you can’t get to.”

There are thousands of
paintings from long-ago
that may or may not “have

words.” We will never
know. But we know these
words. That’s because the
Arkansas Traveler painting
is based on one of the
most famous conversations
of all time.

Sandford Faulkner told the
story first. Faulkner was
an Arkansas farmer and a
lawyer in the early 1800s.
He was a charming man
who could play the fiddle,
tell a good story and
entertain people at parties. 

One time Faulkner started
telling a story that he said
happened to him recently.
He said he became lost on
his way home from court.
Just when he was about to
worry, he heard fiddle
music in the distance. He
followed the sound and
came upon a man and his
family in a run down
log cabin.

The man didn’t stop
fiddling when Faulkner
arrived. He kept playing
part of a tune over and
over and over again. When
Faulkner finally inter-
rupted him, to ask a
question, the fiddler was
no help at all. Not at all. 

The two men went round
and round in a funny
conversation with
questions and answers
that didn’t really answer
anything. 

Then the Traveler offered
to teach the fiddler the rest
of the tune he was playing,
and things changed
significantly. They changed
so much there’s even a
different picture to
illustrate it. (More about
that on page four.)

Arkansas Traveler Dialog
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Halloo,
stranger

Hello,
yourself.



So this story, that started in
fun, ended up making
Arkansas look bad. It spread
across the country and people
were laughing at Arkansas—
not with it.

It became a part of our image*
—what people thought about
when they heard our name

That’s really too bad. For one
thing, they missed how the
story was about two people—
two fairly smart Arkansas
people—who ended up helping
each other out. 

They missed it as a story of
music bringing people
together. (More about that on
page four.)

They missed that only a very
clever fellow could do such
clever word play.  

“Sir, can you tell me where
this road goes to?”

“It’s never gone anywhere
since I’ve lived here; it’s
always thar when I git up in
the mornin’.”

I guess we could laugh at the
fiddler on the barrel, like we
laugh at characters in a TV
sitcom. But it’s safer to laugh
with him. He has a very quick
wit. He may even be the
smarter of the two.  

“Mister, you’re not very
smart, are you?”

“Well, I ain’t lost.”

In many ways, the fiddler
controls the whole conversa-
tion. He never gives the
Traveler a straight answer —
at least not until he wants to.
That was kind of a tradition
back then.

After telling his story many
times, Sandford Faulkner
became known as the
Arkansas Traveler. He was
famous as far away as New
Orleans, where they always
asked him to tell his story.

Soon others started retelling
it. Not too much longer folks
were telling it from the stage,
like it was stand up comedy. 

As you may already know, a
story told over and over again
begins to change. That
certainly happened here.
Pretty soon people said the
Traveler was the fiddler on the
barrel. You and I know he’s
the gentleman on the horse.  

People who knew that the
Traveler was on the horse
said he was from another
state. You and I know he’s
from Arkansas.

In some versions, the out-of-
state Traveler is so frustrated
by his experience with the
fiddler that he says he’ll never
go back to Arkansas again.

The Image of the Arkansas Traveler
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There is at least one book full of stories about
the way Arkansans and others used to
make up stories so they could confuse 
visitors. It was a way of saying, “We’re
going to decide when you can really be 
one of us, and it may take a while.”  

Vance Randolph collected those stories, and 
the book is titled We Always Lie to Strangers.  

*Abboouutt  tthhiiss  iimmaaggee  tthhiinngg……..  
IItt''ss  ssttiillll  ttrruuee  tthhaatt  ssoommee  ppeeooppllee
hhaavvee  aann  iimmaaggee  ooff  ppeeooppllee  ffrroomm
tthhee  SSoouutthh  aass  nnoott  vveerryy  ssmmaarrtt——
oorr  jjuusstt  ppllaaiinn  llaazzyy..  TThheeyy  tthhiinnkk
tthhee  AArrkkaannssaass  TTrraavveelleerr  ssttoorryy
pprroovveess  tthhaatt  ppooiinntt..

SSoommee  ooff  uuss  mmaayy  hhaavvee  aann  iimmaaggee
ooff  ppeeooppllee  ffrroomm  ootthheerr  ppaarrttss  ooff
tthhee  ccoouunnttrryy  aass  nnoott  vveerryy  kkiinndd,,
oorr  jjuusstt  ppllaaiinn  lloouudd  aanndd  rruuddee..  

AArree  iimmaaggeess  aallwwaayyss  ttrruuee?? DDoo
yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  wwee  sshhoouulldd  ppaayy
aatttteennttiioonn  ttoo  sseeee  iiff  wwee  aarree
lleettttiinngg  aann  iimmaaggee  ggeett  iinn  oouurr  wwaayy
ooff  rreeaallllyy  kknnoowwiinngg  ssoommeeoonnee??  

IInn  tthhee  2200tthh  cceennttuurryy,,  mmaannyy
AArrkkaannssaannss  wwaanntteedd  ttoo  ttuurrnn  tthhee
bbaadd  iimmaaggee  ooff  tthhee  AArrkkaannssaass
TTrraavveelleerr  iinnttoo  aa  ggoooodd  oonnee..  DDiidd
iitt  wwoorrkk??  FFiinndd  oouutt  iinn  aannootthheerr
CChhaapptteerr  ooff  AArrkkaannssaass  HHiissttoorryy..
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Sanford Faulkner played a
tune to go with his story. Like
the story and the painting it
is called “The Arkansas
Traveler,” and it has traveled
around the world. In fact, it’s 
one of the most often-recorded
tunes in American history.
Hundreds of people have
played and sung it. 

At different times people have
written words for it, too.
Sometimes they’re the words
of the dialog.

In the version using the
dialog, the music stops and
the Traveler asks a question,
the fiddler gives a silly
answer, and the music starts
up again.

In other versions, words are
sung with the tune. They
range from stories about
bears to patriotic words about
Arkansas. 

The Arkansas Traveler is one
of our official state tunes.

Above is an image of one of
the earliest printed copies of
the notes to the tune.

T h e  Tu n e...



First, look at the picture above.
• Who’s playing the fiddle now?
• Where is the man who was

sitting on the barrel?
• What happened!?

Well, like we’ve mentioned before,
all through the conversation, the
fiddler is playing a tune on his
fiddle. He isn’t playing it very
well, and he only knows one part
of it.

The Traveler finally suggests that
he could help the fiddler
remember “the turn of that
tune.” That means the other part
of the tune.

When the Traveler takes the
fiddle and plays the rest of the
tune, everything changes. All of
a sudden, the Squatter
recognizes that he and the
Traveler have something in
common. They both love to play

On two other pages we say
“there’s more about that on page
four.”

Here is page four. Let’s starting
learning more.

Historic Arkansas Museum is a historic site
museum, interpreting the territorial and early
statehood periods of Arkansas.

The museum opens its doors daily for tours of one
of the state’s oldest neighborhoods.

For information on other educational materials or
for tour information, including special rates for
student groups, call (501) 324-9351, or visit our
website at www.historicarkansas.org.
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T h e  Tu r n  o f  t h e  Tu n e...
the fiddle. They have something
they share.

From then on, the Squatter can’t
do enough to make the Traveler
welcome—and the Traveler is
happy to be made welcome.  

Things are so different between
the two men that there is a
whole new picture to illustrate
the difference. The title is “The
Turn of the Tune”.

We’re still kind of like this story,
here in Arkansas. We have to get
past thinking about what people
think of us and what we think of
other people. But once we do, we
make friends quicker than just
about anyone.

I like the Arkansas Traveler and
I’m glad it belongs to the people
of Arkansas.

What do you think?


