


A Quest to See the Pictographs in Petit Jean State Park by Nancy Tunnell
My husband Larry and I went to Rock House cave at Petit Jean State Park in Morrilton, AR because we heard there were petroglyphs on the cave walls. I found out later they were called pictographs not petroglyphs because they were sketched or painted on rock walls and petroglyphs are carved on rock walls. The former don’t last as long because they’re painted on the surface only.
We were visiting Larry’s stepdaughter, Jennifer, and her husband, Mike. We got to Rock House cave after climbing over boulders called turtle rocks and hiked downhill for a quarter of a mile. We got to the cave, or bluff shelter, and it was about eighty-five feet wide by one hundred feet deep. Because it was so small, it didn’t count as a real cave, rather just an overhang in the rock cliffs. We looked around for pictures painted on the walls along with the other hikers. One woman pointed to some indistinct, light orange markings on the walls, but a moment later, Larry started to walk out of the cave, and I reluctantly followed him unable to make anything out of the orange markings.
We had hiked three quarters of the way back with Larry asking everyone we passed if they’d been to the cave before, hoping one of them had seen the cave drawings. One middle aged man said that yes, he had been to the cave before and knew the way to find the pictographs. Did we have a flashlight? Larry said yes, enthusiastically pulling a twelve-inch flashlight out from his pack. Who knew? The helpful man explained that if you shine your flashlight on the right side of the cave wall, you could see the paintings clearly. Well, Larry turned to me and asked if I wanted to walk back to the cave again to see the pictographs. You bet I would, I told him. This would be cool now that we knew the trick. We walked along companionably with the older man, his pleasant wife, his sister contentedly smoking a cigarette and her husband. 
When we went inside the Rock House, our tour guide pointed out various places on the cave wall for Larry to shine his light on. Paintings of a paddle fish, a whale, a deer, a fish trap, a mushroom with a curved stem and an Indian in their headdress were illuminated. How funny that they had been right there all along, but we just didn’t have the right tool to expose them. It was like using night-vision goggles to see infrared light. I was grateful that Larry persisted in asking each group of our fellow hikers if anyone had been here before. We thanked our kind guide and left shortly thereafter with photos of our find. 
When we came back to the house and told our hosts, Jennifer, and Mike, what we had seen, they were surprised because neither of them had ever seen the paintings at the cave. We were pleased we got to see them finally, and it was well worth the extra quarter mile we walked to finally see those elusive wall paintings.      
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