
                                                                                                       Dean Banks, © 2007 

                                                                     
     

1

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Huddleston (1862-1941): 

  The Man Behind the Myth of “Diamond John” 
 

 
 

By 

Dean Banks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Online edition, © 2008 
 
 
 
Copy 2, CD for Crater of Diamonds State Park. 
 
All rights reserved.  Brief citations may be used in writings or other presentations if this 
source is properly identified.  Internet downloads are provided for individual reading and 
note-taking.  No part of this study may be copied or reproduced for any other purpose 
without written permission of the author.  Address inquiries to dbanks@alltel.net.  
 
 



                                                                                                       Dean Banks, © 2007 

                                                                     
     

2

 
 

Foreword to the Online Edition 
 
This study revisits a subject that received attention only briefly in my comprehensive 
history of the Crater of Diamonds, the unusual volcanic formation now featured at the 
popular state park just outside of Murfreesboro, Arkansas.1  Upon beginning the research 
for that work twenty-three years ago, I found the man who discovered the first gems at 
the Crater in 1906, John Wesley Huddleston, was hardly the simple farmer depicted in 
the current literature.  Preliminary review of public records at the nearby Pike County 
Courthouse even suggested there were two John Huddlestons in the unfolding story:  
“Diamond John,” the essentially fictional character described for decades in folk tales 
and promotional writings, and John Wesley, the rural Arkansan and family man who 
remained hidden behind that colorful imagery. 
 

    The following pages acknowledge those longstanding folk tales as an entertaining facet 
of the man’s history, but concentrate on the person portrayed by more-reliable sources 
such as property deeds, tax books, legal proceedings, photographs, and other documents.  
Aside from census reports, the public records have been virtually ignored by those 
writing about Huddleston.  Readers familiar with the popular tales probably will find this 
side of the story surprising, particularly John Huddleston’s family background and his 
personal ambition where property ownership was concerned. 
 

   Although substantial and thoroughly documented, this treatment has its limitations.  It 
reflects the evidence available up to this time, including a certain amount of data 
considered suggestive or tentative to some degree.  Apparently and evidently are 
watchwords throughout the text and notes.  To some extent, this uncertainty reflects the 
absence of personal correspondence and other family records, largely a result of the 
widespread illiteracy of Huddleston’s time.  Descendants say he left only a few 
photographs and some old furniture when he died in 1941, and the furnishings were 
destroyed later when a storage shed burned.2 
 

    An online publication such as this has several advantages over its counterpart, printed 
hardcopy.  Among other things, readers can easily respond to the author through email or 
a website and offer constructive criticism or new information.  The subject at hand can be 
pursued further through collaboration.  In this case, Huddleston’s many descendants and 
other interested persons are invited to participate through the author’s email address, 
provided below.  Periodic updates of the study will include an Addendum acknowledging 
any significant information provided.  Once recorded, copies of all photographs and other 
documents will be deposited at the Pike County Archives and History Society in 
Murfreesboro.  Photos scanned and sent by email should be kept under one-half 
megabyte. 
 

   Online publication also allows readers to take advantage of their computer’s 
Search/Find capability to locate names, topics, and sources in an article or book.  When a 
study is posted as a single webpage (usually a PDF file), a search can quickly cover the 
entire publication; if chapters are posted as separate webpages (the common HTML 
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format), each must be searched individually.  In either case, Search/Find offers an 
efficient substitute for the standard index found in printed works, and it often replaces the 
separate bibliography or bibliographic essay needed for those publications. 
    In this study, full bibliographic entries occur with the first citation, often with helpful 
annotation and Bibliographic Notes.  Abbreviated citations usually appear in following 
notes.  Any full entry can be called up quickly by scrolling to the beginning of the 
endnotes, setting the cursor (left-clicking the mouse), and typing key words into 
Search/Find.  Although there are several ways to scroll, this is the quickest method:  left-
click on the button of the vertical scroll bar (usually located on the right side of the 
window being viewed); holding the click, move the scroll button up or down.  The pages 
will zip by.  This method of scrolling also allows readers to jump quickly from text to 
related endnotes (CDs copied from the original Word document offer another approach:  
place the mouse cursor on the endnote number in the text and all except the extremely 
long endnotes will pop up fully on the screen, in slightly simplified style). 
 

    Most important, digital publishing allows ample space for documentation.  Writers can 
do a thorough job of not only citing sources, but also qualifying them� clarifying their 
strengths and weaknesses, indicating how reliable they are compared with others.  This 
running commentary is, I think, a significant feature of this study.  Overall, the work 
serves as a guide to research as well as a detailed account of findings to date. 
    Among other things, this study takes advantage of digital space to include a thorough, 
detailed review of tax and land records relating to the farmland and other properties held 
at some time by John Huddleston and forebears.  This weighty detail is confined to a few 
endnotes, and primarily will interest descendants of the Huddlestons and perhaps others 
living in the Murfreesboro area.  In a sense, each piece of property was a footprint of the 
Huddleston family group as it spread across the lower townships of Pike County after the 
1830s.  Similarly, readers in nearby Clark County might be interested in John and Sarah 
Huddleston’s extensive holdings in the area around Arkadelphia at one time.  For readers 
interested in pursuing their own family history, the extensive review of sources should 
prove useful. 
 
    A word about illustrations.  To the extent allowable, the PDF version of this online 
study will include photographs, maps, and other documents.  That type of file (Portable 
Digital Format) is relatively easy to post on the website, compared with the HTML 
format.  PDFs require the Acrobat Reader software for downloading; but that program is 
available free from many internet sites if it is not already on your computer.  For 
technical reasons, the HTML of this online edition, which downloads without the Reader, 
includes very few illustrations.  Fully illustrated CDs of the study are available at the Pike 
County Archives and History Society, in Murfreesboro, and at a number of other archives 
and libraries in Arkansas. 
 
 

June 6, 2008 
Dean Banks, Ph.D. 
Historian 
dbanks@alltel.net    
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Introduction 
 
�n July 1905, a middle-aged couple living on a small farm near Murfreesboro, Arkansas, 
took on the biggest obligation of their lives when they finally decided to buy a special 
243-acre tract lying beside the county road only a short distance back toward town.  
About a year later, the husband found two strange little crystals on the surface of the new 
property and soon became known as the first person outside of South Africa to discover 
diamonds at their original source� in this instance a known volcanic deposit geologists 
had examined periodically since the 1840s.3 
    The event assured widespread name recognition for John Wesley Huddleston, the 
discoverer; but the ensuing publicity told very little about the man, himself.  Unless they 
knew him personally or saw his image on a “picture post card,” those outside the 
Murfreesboro area could only imagine the appearance of that lucky rural Arkansan:  
newspapers, magazines, and journals, the news media of the time, carried no photographs 
or sketches of him.  Their reports focused upon mining groups and others involved with 
the new Pike County diamond field and rarely included even a brief comment from the 
person who set it all in motion.4 
 

    Even basic details of the discovery varied from the beginning, thereby leaving ample 
room for the growth of imaginative stories over the years.  Boosted to some extent by 
Huddleston’s own embellishments, the folk tales were already assuming a life of their 
own before his death on November 12, 1941, at almost eighty years of age.5  Then, 
inevitably, more variations appeared after he left the scene.  In 1949, a journalist visiting 
Murfreesboro listened awhile and concluded that John Huddleston “now ranks in local 
tradition with the legendary Paul Bunyan of lumber camps.”6  Had the writer returned a 
few years later as private interests began promoting the diamond field as a unique tourist 
attraction, he would have found the legend sprinkled with outright myths-in-the-making.7 
 

    The most influential collection of tales finally appeared in 1976, in Howard A. Millar’s 
memoir about his long experience at the Pike County diamond field.8  In that account, 
Huddleston emerged basically as a “son of a sharecropper,” a “dreamy backwoodsman 
who loved to roam the forests, seeking buried treasures and ‘prospecting’ for precious 
metals . . .”  Buying “160 acres” in “1906,” the lucky prospector found diamonds on it 
later that year and quickly sold out for $36,000 cash, “to be paid in $10 bills.”  Then he 
proceeded to squander his fortune, Millar said.  Part of the money was siphoned off 
somehow during an ill-fated second marriage.  “He also bought several pieces of property 
around the courthouse square in Murfreesboro and two farms near Arkadelphia [in 
adjoining Clark County].  In each case he put down only a minimum payment and in time 
lost what he had invested.”9 
    In Millar’s version of events, a lack of both ambition and good judgment finally left 
John Huddleston broke and virtually begging for loans.  The memoir failed to clarify 
when all of this happened, but it implied the downfall began soon after the Discoverer 
sold his property in 1906.  Neglecting to mention the 1930s and the impact of the Great 
Depression, Millar’s disjointed account left the impression Huddleston fell into poverty 
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long before the onset of those hard times, apparently before the prosperous decade of the 
Twenties.10 
 

    As the memoir suggested, personal limitations affected John Huddleston’s encounter 
with fame and fortune.  He clearly contributed to some of those tales unfolding in the 
early decades; yet, being totally illiterate and evidently inarticulate in dealing with the 
public, he could hardly control the overall process.11  Gangly; characteristically serious 
and unsmiling; burdened to some extent by a moderate harelip� he hardly inspired 
journalists or scholars to probe beneath the popular imagery.  Well into middle age, a 
thick, black mustache accented the facial expression that some interpreted as an 
unfriendly attitude.  Later as the aging process and a clean-shaven face softened his 
features, personal tragedies intervened to help maintain the seemingly uninviting 
appearance.12 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Left, John Huddleston the Discoverer, late 1906.  
By all accounts, he stood well over six feet tall.  
Photographs from Crater of Diamonds archive.13 
 

Below, a mellower John Huddleston, c. 1930.  A 
harelip is clear on his upper-right side (zoom in).    
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
    Of course, mere illiteracy does not imply John Huddleston was ignorant or basically 
inarticulate.  Howard Millar, himself, called the elderly Discoverer “rather intelligent,” 
“likeable,” and “entertaining” in private conversation; and journalist Tom Shiras clearly 
had a favorable impression of him in the mid 1920s.14  Yet, those writing about 
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Huddleston never indicated he had given a public speech or had even commented when 
appearing as a guest of honor at events.  Journalists, scholars, and others who 
encountered him rarely used even a brief quotation.  Although Howard Millar’s 
description of the man overstated the effects of the harelip and the serious expression, it 
made a valid point in underscoring the general impact of speech and public personality. 
 
    For those pursuing the real John Huddleston, the illiteracy of the man, his wife, and 
many others within their extended family looms as a handicap� a barrier that has caused 
even leading family genealogists-historians to fall back upon Millar’s collection of 
tales.15  Nevertheless, in those days reading-and-writing was a smaller part of the 
language of rural life than it is now.  Among other forms of expression, John Huddleston 
bought and sold property and paid taxes, and in Arkansas almost everything of value 
appeared in the county tax assessments (at one point, dogs over three months of age were 
added to the personal-property list).  Huddleston and his wife Sarah produced a 
substantial number of public documents before his discovery of diamonds; afterwards, 
they had over $40,000 at their disposal and generated an amazing quantity of tax entries 
and real-estate deeds, along with numerous court cases. 
    The public records reflect more than John Huddleston’s property ownership, economic 
conditions, values, and character; they also tell a great deal about his forebears and 
extended family group.  Generally, they help define the man in relation to his socio-
economic context.  In the process they challenge basic tenets of the prevailing 
Huddleston image:  that he was essentially a foolish farmer-prospector who sprang from 
a poor rural background� the sort of man who seemed predestined to waste his fortune 
soon after selling his diamond-bearing land. 
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A Notable Family Background 

 
Regardless of “Diamond John’s” eventual reputation, John Wesley Huddleston of Pike 
County, Arkansas, had at least two outstanding qualities:  a devotion to family and an 
unwavering faith in the value of land.  Neither was unusual among men living in rural 
American during his lifetime.  Neither would seem remarkable without the detrimental 
imagery of the folk tales looming in the background, especially the suggestion he was 
shiftless and irresponsible as a farmer.  A reporter once came much closer to the truth 
when he wrote, after a long interview, “Land had always been a topic of thought with 
John, for he saw in it the source of all wealth.”16 
 

    In that respect, the son followed the example of his parents� David Fielding 
Huddleston and America White Huddleston� and other members of a large extended 
family.  John’s grandfather David Huddleston, the group’s most prolific patriarch, had 
settled in Pike County in late 1835 as Arkansas Territory achieved statehood; and he soon 
became an outstanding leader of the community developing around the new county seat 
of Murfreesboro.  Between 1840 and his death in October 1880, David Huddleston 
served as County Judge for eleven two-year terms.  His two brothers, Lewis and William, 
also rose to prominence in the 1840s and ‘50s.  Lewis occupied the Sheriff’s office from 
1843 until his death in March 1853.17 
    These three founders bought considerable land in Pike County before the Civil War.  
Initially settling east of Murfreesboro, David and William Huddleston eventually 
concentrated their holdings along the Little Missouri River a few miles southeast of town.  
David, the most enterprising of the three brothers, accumulated 307 acres by 1861.  
Lewis initially chose 102 acres just south of town by the junction of Prairie Creek and the 
river, immediately west of the future diamond discovery; then he and his wife, Mariah, 
bought a combined eighty acres of federal river-bottom land about two miles farther west.  
Shortly before John Wesley’s birth, which evidently occurred in 1862, his father bought 
150.82 federal acres along the bank of the river beside Lewis’ second property.  Lying in 
a wide floodplain of the untamed Little Missouri, the land in that area cost as little as 50¢ 
an acre, compared with the standard price of $1.25, and was suitable for crops and 
livestock.18  (See Plate 1, next page, for reference.)  
 

    John Huddleston grew up with an unusually large number of relatives at hand.  His 
grandfather David Huddleston produced at least twenty-one offspring, about half of them 
females.  His great-uncle Lewis had only four children before his early death, while 
William apparently had none of his own; but David’s descendants more than 
compensated for that deficit.  John Wesley, himself, had seven siblings from his father’s 
first marriage and three half-sisters from the second.  After the Civil War, many in those 
second and third generations accumulated land along the Little Missouri� including 
several properties around the 243-acre tract where the diamonds eventually turned up.19  
    In early 1887, John Huddleston married Sarah A. Keys, an older woman with a three-
year-old son from a previous marriage.20  Two years later they bought a 49.26-acre home 
farm less than two miles southeast of the future diamond field.  They also owned a scenic  
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________________________________________________________________________ 
 
PLATE 1.  Area immediately southeast of Murfreesboro, by the Little Missouri 
River.  Section 28 (one square mile) is boxed and divided into quarter sections (160 
acres each); Sec. 21 is divided into standard one-sixteenth units (40 acres).  The 
diamond-bearing formation is the boot-shaped figure with the public road running 
through it (zoom for details).  Prairie Creek joins the river at the bend and runs 
north along the edge of Murfreesboro.  Map by John T. Fuller, 1908, based upon 
Branner’s earlier map of the formation (Plate 2, below).21  Murfreesboro locator 
added. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Murfreesboro 
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14.5 acres between the south boundary of the 243-acre tract and the north bank of the 
Little Missouri, and had at least twenty acres about a half-mile eastward.  They sold the 
small riverfront property in 1890 to help meet the needs of their growing family.  In 
1900, they sold the twenty acres after buying a more functional forty acres nearby from 
John’s parents.22   
    Those modest transactions reflected the economic limitations of John and Sarah 
Huddleston at the turn of the century.  While the couple had accumulated cattle, pigs, 
mules, and other assets, they never managed to save much cash for real-estate investment.  
In 1900, five daughters ranging from ten months to twelve years of age still lived at 
home, along with Sarah’s sixteen-year-old son.  Another daughter, their second-born, had 
died in 1895 at almost six years of age.23  Although John was about thirty-eight years old 
and Sarah forty-four, they had managed to rise only to about the medium economic level 
of Pike County.24 
 
 

 
 
John and Sarah Huddleston and daughters after the discovery, c. 1908.  Crater 
archive. 
 
 
    Nearby Murfreesboro, however, was the dynamic seat of county government, and that 
virtually assured steadily rising property values, especially after the homestead frontier 
began closing out in the late 1800s.25  As their expenses rose at the turn of the century, 
John and Sarah Huddleston met them not only by farming and other work, but also by 
selling appreciating pieces of land or using the rising value of their farm to secure 
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occasional loans from a patient, well-to-do landowner of the area.26  Although parents 
and other relatives were there if needed, along with other kinds of support in the close-
knit rural community, the couple essentially remained self-reliant and determined to 
make a better life for their family.  That meant acquiring more and better farmland, 
raising more pigs and cattle, and accruing additional wealth through appreciation and the 
rental of excess land.27 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                                                                         Dean Banks, © 2007 

                                                                 11

 
 

An Irresistible Property 
 
     John Huddleston was especially interested in those 243 acres just outside of town, 
property he undoubtedly had explored long before he and Sarah decided to buy it.  The 
big tract was not only close to some of their other land, it was also remarkably accessible:  
the main public road running southeast from Murfreesboro cut through the center of the 
future diamond field.  The route was later described as one of the “oldest and most 
heavily traveled roads in that portion of the state.”28  (See Plates 1, above, and 2, next 
page.) 
    The unusual tract of land might have seemed almost useless to farmers accustomed to 
richer bottomlands elsewhere, but not to men such as John Huddleston.  Offering wooded 
hills as well as rock outcrops and gullies, the west side of the property was an 
outdoorsman’s dream.  The fields eastward and down toward the Little Missouri, 
generally rocky and thick with brush and grasses, were suitable mostly for hog farming 
and grazing horses and cattle.29  Moreover, John Huddleston was one of the many farmer-
prospectors of the era and had noticed unusual green and rust-colored ground among 
some of the hills overlooking the river plain.  He was also curious about hard, dark rock 
in that area.  Seeing all that variety, it was natural for him to think the property might 
hold copper, iron, or lead.  Living in a part of Arkansas swept regularly by rumors of gold 
strikes, he of course remained alert to that possibility, too.30 
    In a rare interview later, Huddleston said he had become interested in minerals as a 
youngster.  “An old prospector by the name of Jackman, who used to stop at my father’s 
house 50 years ago, I reckon, was responsible for this interest.  Every time Jackman rode 
up to my father’s place, he brought his saddlebags filled with new ore samples, and 
would always tell me big yarns about the great wealth in the earth, to be had for the 
finding.  I began to prospect then at odd times and have been at it off and on ever since.  
Sometimes I change the program, and hunt for pearls in the mussel shells of the Little 
Missouri River, and find them, too.  I always feel good when I find a pearl or something 
with mineral value.”31 
 

    According to old tales, Huddleston’s curiosity about the big tract had been aroused 
earlier when a geologist, John C. Branner, visited the property and carefully crawled 
around an outcropping on the upper west side.  In one version, Branner’s inspection 
occurred in the late 1880s while he was State Geologist; in another, he appeared again in 
early 1906.  He supposedly used Huddleston as an aide or guide in both instances, and the 
observant outdoorsman noticed how the stranger kept examining small stones and 
crystals.  After Banner left, frustrated, Huddleston found diamonds.32 
    The story about Branner’s visiting in 1906 then added a dramatic twist by asserting 
that Huddleston found the diamonds before buying the property.  Therefore, “shrewdly 
keeping his discovery a secret,” he got an option on 160 acres around the search area, 
with the purchase price set at $1,000.33 
    As most folk tales about Huddleston, these were woven around a kernel of truth.  
Geologists had known about the volcanic deposit near Murfreesboro since the early 
1840s; Branner had surveyed and mapped the formation in 1888, and recognized it as 



                                                                                                         Dean Banks, © 2007 

                                                                 12

material similar to that of diamond-bearing “pipes” in South Africa.  After hours of 
crawling about, however, he found no diamonds; nor did he reveal his suspicion the 
formation might hold those elusive gems.34  Colorful tales notwithstanding, there is no 
evidence John Huddleston accompanied Branner or suspected the property might hold 
diamonds.  Clearly, the State Geologist needed no guide during the visit� as his map 
illustrated, the formation lay just outside of Murfreesboro alongside that main public 
road.35 
 
 
PLATE 2.  First survey map of the Pike County formation, by State Geologist John 
C. Branner, 1888.  A main road to Murfreesboro cut through the future diamond 
field, which lay about one-quarter mile north of a small riverside property John 
Huddleston owned before 1890.  John and Sarah Huddleston’s home farm, bought 
in 1889, was down the road by the river.  Numbers 1-3 have been added to indicate 
where Huddleston found the first three diamonds in 1906.  Basic map, Geological 
Survey of Arkansas, Annual Report for 1890, II, Map VI; colored copy from the 
Library, University of Arkansas, Fayettville. 
 

 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
    The Huddlestons finally felt bold enough to acquire the 243 acres not because they 
knew it contained diamonds, but because their economic conditions had improved in 
recent years.  After buying the extra forty acres from John’s parents in 1900, they added 
two horses to their holdings, along with six more cattle, ten more hogs, and other items.  
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The total valuation of their personal property increased from $178 to $381, placing them 
above average for Pike County.36  
    According to the standard tale, John Huddleston “made a deal for 160 acres for $1,000.  
He didn’t have the $100 the owners wanted for a down payment, so he offered a mule 
and they took it.”  But the contract with the landowners in July 1905 referred to $300 
“cash in hand paid by J. W. Huddleston, the receipt of which is hereby acknowledged.”37  
As for a mule, the Huddlestons owned only a $40 specimen in 1904, and a year later, 
perhaps because of the additional 243 acres, they had upgraded to a good one valued at 
$85.38  In any case, they put $300 down and contracted to pay the balance in four annual 
installments at 10% interest.  The first payment of $425 was scheduled for December 15, 
1906.  No longer needing the forty acres, lying just east of the new farm, they sold or 
traded it five months later for a stated price of $400� to one of the men holding a lien on 
the 243 acres.39 
 

    As the first payment loomed in late 1906, John and Sarah Huddleston had only the
little farm left to sell or use for backing 
loans. Then suddenly, on September 12, 
1906, the nearby Nashville (Arkansas) 
News announced, “John Huddleston has 
located a diamond mine on his land 
situated three miles south of 
Murfreesboro.”40                          
    Actually, the tall rawboned farmer 
had only picked up two diamonds from 
the surface of his 243-acre farm, the 
largest 2�  carats.41 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Discovery and Good Fortune  
 
    Although the date remains questionable, the earliest and most reliable accounts 
indicate Huddleston noticed the first crystal on or about August 1, 1906, while looking 
along the edge of a high slope for traces of copper, iron, or lead.42  The lustrous white 
stone lay among pebbles by the public road running down the center of the slope.  
Because of rains and muddy spots, the roadway had shifted about� wagon wheels and 
horse hooves had torn away vegetation and worn ruts through a wide area, exposing the 
rocky soil.43 
    That same afternoon, “while riding on horseback into Murfreesboro and carefully 
scrutinizing the ground,” Huddleston noticed a similar crystal “lying in the ruts of the 
road, about 500 feet north of the first . . ..”  Afterward, Huddleston and his family 
searched the area carefully but found no more of the crystals “until September 8,” when 
he picked up a half-carat yellow stone about 400 feet northeast of the spot where the first 
turned up.44   
    The experienced farmer-prospector knew the crystals differed from the common quartz 
of the area, but evidently had no idea they were diamonds.45  Puzzled, he took the first 
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two into town and showed them to the cashier at the bank, Jess Riley, who reportedly 
offended Huddleston by offering him 50¢ for the pair.46  Then he showed the remarkable 
stones to the county’s leading lawyer, Joseph C. (J. C.) Pinnix.  When Pinnix suggested 
sending them to the region’s most reputable jeweler, Charles S. Stifft of Little Rock, 
Huddleston entrusted the mailing to him.  Stifft tested the gems and reported their 
weights as 2 5/8 �  carats and 1 3/5 carats.47 
 

    While wary of a possible hoax, Stifft and his son-in-law, Albert D. Cohn, a leading 
Little Rock merchant, quietly visited Murfreesboro in late August or early September to 
inspect Huddleston’s property.  Stifft was an experienced real-estate negotiator as well as 
a jeweler, but his and Cohn’s offer to take an option on the farm or join Huddleston in an 
exploratory partnership proved unpersuasive.48 
    Undeterred, the two returned to Little Rock and formed a partnership with Samuel W. 
(Sam) Reyburn, a lawyer and founder-president of the Union Trust Company.  The tall, 
thirty-five-year-old Reyburn, a native Arkansan with an affable, down-to-earth style, 
headed the venture as trustee.  Getting an advantage over potential competitors, 
Reyburn’s group also included an agent in Murfreesboro who had considerable influence 
with Huddleston and other land owners—J. C. Pinnix.49

   
    The Huddleston’s apparently were not impressed when Reyburn and associates 
initially offered to pay a few hundred dollars for an option on the 243 acres, with a 
purchase price of $36,000 only if the group exercised the option.50  No doubt Pinnix 
played a key role in changing their minds; and on September 19, 1906, before the 
required witnesses, John and Sarah Huddleston put their Xs on a contract for an 
extendible six-month option on the 243 acres.  They received $360 cash, and would get 
$36,000 if a diamond-bearing deposit turned up.51  Although no one knew at the time, the 
property included over two-thirds of the eighty-acre volcanic formation and all the 
diamond-bearing east half except six acres at the northeast corner. 
    

   

Plate 3.  U. S. Geological 
Survey’s map of the 
volcanic “pipe” (basic 
map completed 1916; 
features updated to 
1921).52  Zoom in for 
details. 
 

Huddleston’s property lay 
below the section line.  All 
commercial operations 
were on the east side 
within the diamond-
bearing breccia (area with  
tiny winged symbols).  
The x1 at the bottom edge 
of the pipe marked 
Huddleston’s first find. 
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    Later, John Huddleston offered an explanation for the price received for the 243 acres.  
While differing from emerging folk tales, the statement was consistent with his and 
Sarah’s longstanding interest in accumulating property:  “Good farm land always 
appealed to me as an investment.  . . .  I figured up in dollars and cents what I would have 
to pay for the amount of land I wanted.  It came to $36,000.  I asked this for the diamond 
pipe I found, and got it.”53 
 

    Huddleston’s diamond hunting did not end with the option.  “We further agree, as may 
suit our convenience, to continue the prospecting of said land, agreeing to turn over to 
said Sam W. Reyburn, as Trustee, any and all minerals or stones of whatever nature we 
may find, to be held in trust to go to him in case he exercises the option or to be returned 
to us in case the said Sam W. Reyburn fails to exercise said option,” the initial contract 
stated.54  Among other benefits, Huddleston’s continuing presence would help generate 
publicity for all concerned.    
    Indeed, the Nashville News kept a running tally of his finds into early 1907, when 
geologists finally determined he had discovered a real diamond-bearing volcanic pipe.  
“J. W. Huddleston, on whose land the diamonds were first found, has found a total of 
fifteen to date, many of them being splendid stones,” the paper reported on January 9.  A 
week later he added two more while still “surface mining for the syndicate to whom he 
sold an option on his land.”  After that, the News failed to clarify Huddleston’s personal 
total; but no doubt he contributed all except a few of the thirty-three diamonds collected 
from the property by March 9, 1907.55 
 

    In the end, John and Sara Huddleston received much more than $36,000 for their 243 
acres.  New agreements with Reyburn’s group kept extending the final payment, and the 
Huddlestons drew interest on the balance almost the entire time.  On August 14, 1907, 
they signed a deed contract and received $7,000 cash, with a schedule of monthly interest 
payments at a 6% annual rate.  Another contract in March 1908 produced $1,000 cash 
and 8% interest paid monthly; then, three months later, a warranty deed yielded $6,000 
cash and a commitment for the balance of $22,000 by January 1, 1909, at 8% annually.  
Further extensions delayed the final settlement until 1916.56 
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Investments and a Fresh Start 
 
 

    Consistent with earlier practice, the Huddlestons immediately began putting the bulk of 
available cash into rural properties and town lots in both Pike County and adjoining Clark 
County.57  In 1907, while still at the little farm, they also allowed themselves a good 
carriage and two expensive horses, and apparently the oldest daughters got watches and 
considerable jewelry.  The tax list for that year included almost $500 for extra personal 
items.58 
    The horse-drawn carriage was not merely for local display.  It allowed the Huddlestons 
to make faster trips to the nearest railroad access for visits to Clark County and its leading 
city, Arkadelphia, about forty-five miles east of Murfreesboro.59  With a population of 
some 2,700, Arkadelphia had become a transportation hub and educational center as well 
as the county seat� it was a place filled with opportunities for the Huddlestons’ 
daughters.  On August 23, 1907, John and Sarah bought a home on almost three and a 
half acres at the edge of that city, close to some of their other land.  On September 12, the 
weekly Clark County Southern Standard announced the previous owner had vacated and 
“the diamond King from Pike” had assumed ownership.  “We are glad indeed to welcome 
Mr. Huddleston and family to our city,” said the editors, extending the brief greeting 
usually accorded newcomers.60 
    All five daughters accompanied their parents to Arkadelphia.  The two oldest, Mary 
and Delia, were already mature enough to start families of their own:  Mary had reached 
the ripe old age of about twenty and Delia was seventeen.  Eunice and Willie, fifteen and 
twelve, had more time to just take advantage of the schools and other benefits of the new 
setting without thinking about marriage.  As for eight-year-old Joe May, that bright-eyed 
youngster had an entirely new life now opening before her.61   
 
    While allowing themselves a bit more luxury, the Huddlestons kept putting their 
money into real estate, especially several hundred acres of land in and around the two 
county seats, where development and appreciation yielded the best returns.   The 
speculative investments no doubt benefited from the advice of experienced friends and 
associates such as J. C. Pinnix, soon to become Pike County’s leading banker as well as 
its outstanding lawyer.62  John Huddleston, however, had more-familiar plans for some of 
the rural purchases:  “I had been raised on the land and knew how to till the soil.  I also 
knew the rental value of good farm lands.”63  Living at the edge of Arkadelphia, he began 
raising cotton and livestock on at least one of the working farms near the city, and for a 
time even had a small flock of sheep.64  He became� to the extent personal limitations 
allowed� a gentleman farmer, landlord, and land speculator. 
 

    Contrary to later folk tales, the Huddlestons usually bought properties “cash in hand,” 
getting clear deeds.  And they met their obligations when making partial payments and 
signing short-term notes for balances due.65  As funds from Reyburn’s group came in 
after mid August 1907, they eventually had over $40,000 of principal and interest to 
establish themselves in both farming and the business of buying and selling real estate.  
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An additional $2,300, plus considerable interest, derived from the sale of their little home 
farm southeast of Murfreesboro in 1911.66 
    When fully invested and short of cash at times, the Huddlestons followed standard 
rural procedures:  they either mortgaged properties to secure short-term loans from 
individuals and banks or sold some of their appreciated holdings.67  Now and then, they 
also sold properties when it became clear they had made bad investments� as in the case 
of the new Town of Kimberly, a spectacular land-development venture between the 
diamond field and Murfreesboro.  That grand project collapsed as the speculative fever 
stoked by his discovery began cooling after 1909.68 
 

Adjusting to the Good Life in Arkadelphia 
 

    These were exciting and prosperous times for the Huddlestons.  As the Memphis 
Commercial Appeal reported in early 1909, the family settled into “a life of ease and 
luxury,” conditions they would enjoy throughout most of their stay in Clark County.69  Of 
course for “Diamond John,” there were notable challenges during the first few years, as 
he learned a few unpleasant lessons about life outside the relatively simple, close-knit 
community left behind.  Yet, considering his total illiteracy and extensive activities, the 
mishaps on record were surprisingly few. 
 

    The lessons began in early 1908, about as soon as the family completed the move to 
Arkadelphia.  In following years, the first incident became a mainstay of gossip around 
Murfreesboro, and eventually it emerged as one of the tales popularized through the 
imaginative writings of the former Midwesterner who spent some sixty years as an 
aspiring diamond miner in Pike County.  Howard A. Millar’s final memoir told of an 
agitated John Huddleston who stood on the passenger platform at Arkadelphia’s railway 
depot trying to flag a nonstop train speeding toward Little Rock.  Supposedly, 
Huddleston had just bought a ticket to the state capital and was told a fast mail train from 
Dallas was about due but would not stop.  His response, as described by Millar: 
 

‘It’ll stop for me, I’m the “Diamond King!’ John replied.  He walked down the platform to the 
hook on which the mail sacks were attached for a non-stop pick up by the oncoming train.  As the 
train approached, John waved both arms and shouted, ‘Stop!  I’m the “Diamond King!’  The 
engineer ignored him.  John was struck by mail sacks thrown from the train as it raced by. . . .  he 
ended up in the hospital with four broken ribs.70 
 
    Available documents provide a more accurate account.  Standing on the passenger 
platform of the railroad depot on March 21, 1908, John W. Huddleston was struck by 
mailbags thrown from a nonstop train belonging to the St. Louis, Iron Mountain and 
Southern Railway Company.  He sued, complaining the company “through its negligence 
and the negligence of its servants, permitted and allowed said mail pouch or bag to be 
ejected from said North bound passenger and mail train . . . while running at a high rate 
of speed, and at such a place on said platform that it struck said plaintiff on the face and 
body knocking him to the ground, breaking and fracturing two ribs and scarring and 
disfiguring his face and head.”  Emphasizing his lawful presence on the platform, he 
sought $2,000 in damages.71  The regular Clark County Circuit judge, J. M. Carter, heard 
the case September 8-9, 1908.  
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    According to further testimony, Huddleston had gone to the depot about noon to take 
the first train to Little Rock.  “He did not know the times of the arrival and departure of 
trains.”  The ticket office was closed.  After some fifteen minutes he went to a nearby 
lunch stand, “and while eating heard a train coming, and ran out and onto the track and 
flagged it with his hat, and then walked on to the platform and stood near the door of the 
waiting room for white passengers, and while there a train passed, moving very rapidly, 
and a mail agent threw a sack therefrom while it was in rapid motion, . . . and the train 
moved on without checking its speed.”72      
    In those days, railroads caused deaths and injuries regularly, especially in urban areas.  
Arkadelphia’s weekly Southern Standard provided constant news of the most tragic local 
incidents, and usually of the lawsuits that followed.73  Nevertheless, public safety 
remained secondary to the value of railroads as indispensable engines of growth and 
development.  In the incident on March 21st, even literacy would have left John 
Huddleston uninformed and vulnerable:  there were no warning signs posted on the 
passenger platform and no section designated for mail drops.74 
    The two clerks on the company’s mail car testified about the haphazard method of 
delivering bags from the moving train.  The chief clerk was especially graphic: 
 

. . . we were running late that day, going at a pretty fast rate; takes quick work to make the catch 
[to snag incoming mail from a “crane” beside the track] and throw off the mail; asked Craig to 
make the delivery while I made the catch; I was to pick out the place [to throw the mailbag]; I 
looked down the track, there was people all along in north of the depot and I told him to hold it 
until we passed the depot and about the time we got to the north end of the depot I told him to 
throw it, and about this time I saw a man close �  just did see a man on the ground make efforts 
like he wanted to get on[,] and here the pouch and sacks both hit him; the first I saw of this man 
he was right at the side of the train; just about the time I gave the orders to throw; looked forward 
and saw this was the only place unless we carried it [mail] above the [water] tank.75 
 
    The company, on the other hand, denied Huddleston was injured by carelessness, 
negligence, or improper conduct on either its part or the part of its agents.  The company 
denied “that plaintiff had gone to defendant’s depot for the purpose of becoming a 
passenger on the train from which the mail sacks were thrown.”  If the plaintiff suffered 
any injury at all, it resulted from “his own acts of carelessness and contributory 
negligence in this; that he ran across the track in front of defendants fast mail train . . . 
which did not stop, nor was scheduled to stop . . . and while crossing said track attempted 
to flag said train at a time and place he had no right to be.”  The company alleged, 
without proof, “That plaintiff was drunk and acted recklessly,” that he appeared on the 
platform suddenly after the mail clerks had released the sacks.76 
    The Circuit judge hardly concealed his sympathy for the railroad.  His instructions to 
the jury repeated basic points requested by the defendant and ignored those submitted by 
the plaintiff.  Plaintiff’s objections were overruled.  The jury found in favor of the 
defendant.  After the judge overruled a motion for new trial, plaintiff Huddleston 
appealed to the Supreme Court of Arkansas.77

 

    In a long opinion on May 10, 1909, the higher court firmly supported John 
Huddleston’s position and remanded the case for a new trial.  At the same time, however, 
the court’s thorough finding of facts made it clear� repetitiously� that any retrial would 
have to favor plaintiff Huddleston.  “Under the evidence in this case it was the duty of 
appellee, the Railway Company, to have used ordinary care to protect persons lawfully 
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upon its platform against injuries by mail sacks thrown from its trains,” the opinion said 
at one point.  “It could have done so by requiring the sacks to be thrown at a certain place 
and by notices, posted in a conspicuous place, warning persons who should come on the 
platform . . .”78 
    In criticizing the Circuit judge’s instructions to the jury, the Supreme Court concluded 
its opinion with a clear statement about one item that Huddleston’s lawyers had 
challenged.  “Instruction numbered 9 . . . should not have been given.  There was no 
evidence that appellant’s injury was caused by his flagging the train or having gone upon 
the railroad track [en route to the platform].”79 
    The case continued in Circuit Court, and on January 10, 1910, John Huddleston 
accepted an award of $325 plus all costs of litigation.  In the future, plaintiffs in similar 
lawsuits would cite his case to win much larger damage awards from railroads.80   
 

    Almost six months after the accident at the depot, Huddleston found himself in another 
legal dispute� this time as the defendant.  Officials of Henderson College, located just 
outside Arkadelphia by some of his property, believed their new neighbor had “detained” 
one of the school’s calves.  They wanted $25 compensation plus $10, and a small-claims 
court (Justice of the Peace) ruled in their favor.  When Huddleston appealed to Circuit 
Court, he ended up paying $50.  It is not clear if justice was done, but the newcomer no 
doubt began understanding how non-influential and vulnerable he had become outside of 
Pike County.81 
    Nevertheless, the victory over the railroad company in May 1909, in the Arkansas 
Supreme Court, demonstrated that the legal system and competent lawyers could also 
offer protection, and only a few months later this lesson was reinforced by a lawsuit over 
a farm the Huddlestons had bought more than a year earlier.  That 133-acre tract bordered 
on the Ouachita River about a mile and a half southeast of Arkadelphia.  The former 
owners had signed a standard deed indicating the full price of $2,200 had been “paid by J. 
W. Huddleston.”  There was no mention of a mortgage, lien or note.  Filed the day it was 
signed, the deed bore the standard certification that the owners had executed it “for the 
consideration and purposes therein mentioned and set forth.”  Yet, over a year later, one 
of the owners filed in Circuit Court, alleging Huddleston had made only a partial 
payment and still owed $900.35 plus interest.  Evidently, the complaint was dismissed.82 
    After that, there were no recorded incidents until two final legal cases in February-
March 1912.  In the first, Huddleston demonstrated that he now intended to defend even 
his relatively trivial interests:  he filed in a small-claims court (Justice of the Peace), 
asking for $6.90 he felt was still due on a cotton sale, and received an award of $4.60.83  
A month later, he lost a much larger sum when sued in Clark County Circuit Court by a 
real-estate agency, the Arkansas Land Company.  It remains unclear if justice finally 
prevailed in this unusual case or if, this time, someone managed to exploit his illiteracy.84 
 
    Aside from those incidents, the Huddlestons did settle into a good life in Clark County.  
Their declared personal property in 1908 had a taxable value of $1,045, extremely high 
for families in the area.  Their working farm was stocked with thirteen cattle and twenty-
four hogs, much more livestock than the average.  Home furnishings included a high-
priced piano (“pianoforte”), and at hand were two extraordinarily expensive 
wagons/carriages, a high-priced horse, and two good mules.  Although real-estate 
investments left very little in savings in late 1908, the family had monthly interest and 
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other payments coming in:  at the end of the next tax year, 1909, an extra $5,000 of funds 
raised the total personal-property valuation to $6,795.  That year, they apparently put 
$250 into farm equipment while spending about $400 on more mules and $100 on two 
more wagons/carriages.  Temporarily, they had a flock of at least fifteen sheep, animals 
with a taxable value of less than $1 each in those days.  The ladies also seem to have 
gained about $100 worth of jewelry in 1909.85   
 

    Exercising an adventuresome side, John Huddleston indulged his taste for the newest 
mode of transportation.  “He recently purchased an automobile,” reported the Memphis 
Commercial Appeal in March 1909, “and his car has become a familiar sight on the rough 
country roads near his old home [in Pike County].  His latest exploit was a trapping 
expedition� hunting coon skins through the woods of Southern Arkansas in his motor 
car.”86 
    The trips back to Murfreesboro allowed Huddleston to enjoy the fame and recognition 
lacking among the strangers of Clark County.  In those days, newspapers and magazines 
seldom carried photographs or sketches of newsworthy individuals, and Clark County’s 
publication, the weekly Southern Standard of Arkadelphia, completely ignored the 
Huddlestons after the customary welcome.  His new neighbors might recognize him only 
if they happened to see his face on one of the picture post cards honoring the “Discoverer 
of Diamonds.”87 
 

 
 

 
                                             Post card c. 1912(?).  Crater. 
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   The couple kept their original little farm near the diamond field until August 1911, and 
perhaps stayed there while Diamond John visited friends and occasionally appeared as a 
special guest at local events.  On the weekend of January 22-23, 1909, for instance, he 
joined prominent land developers at an opening ceremony launching the new Town of 
Kimberly, the ambitious project near Murfreesboro.  Bands from nearby Nashville and 
Delight provided music as potential buyers of business and residential lots munched on 
free barbecue.  Helping publicize the venture, Huddleston purchased Lot Number l for a 
token $70, and then without publicity paid $200 for another lot.88 
 

    Three years after moving to Arkadelphia, John and Sarah Huddleston began 
accomplishing one of their special goals.  The oldest daughter, Mary, now twenty-two 
years old, married W. W. Wallace of Clark County on May 14, 1911.  Then Willie, only 
six months past her sixteenth birthday, married Cleve Manley of Clark County on March 
10, 1912.  Nineteen-year-old Eunice followed four months later, on July 7, marrying G. 
T. Gentry of Clark County.89  Only Delia and little Joe May were left at home. 
 
    After ten years in Arkadelphia, however, John Huddleston experienced a double 
tragedy that altered the course of his life.  Sarah died December 19, 1917.  Then, two 
months later, the front page of the Southern Standard carried a poignant report about the 
death of young Joe May.90 
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Adjusting in Murfreesboro, 1918-1921  
 
 

    Selling the house in Arkadelphia, Huddleston returned to Murfreesboro in March 1918 
with Delia and settled into a well-equipped home.  He occupied himself with 
grandchildren, cars, and real-estate.  In less than two years, he sold almost all the 
remaining assets in Clark County and invested over $12,000 cash in more properties 
around Murfreesboro, particularly on the expanding north and south sides of town.91  
When a writer for the Arkansas Gazette visited in late 1920, he found the Discoverer still 
“a wealthy man, as wealth goes in this remote region,” a man who had “fared better than 
anyone else engaged in the [diamond-mining] enterprise.”92 
 

    Of course, the John Huddleston who returned to Pike County in early 1918 differed 
considerably from the person who departed a decade earlier.  While as illiterate and 
unsmiling as ever, he was active and businesslike� better prepared to assume the role of 
Diamond John.  Helping compensate for personal limitations, J. C. Pinnix and other 
advisors were still available, and now Pinnix’ Pike County Bank could oversee his 
financial affairs more closely.  Huddleston facilitated the process by remaining, in the 
words of those who knew him best, “reliable and honest” and “always” prompt in paying 
his bills.93 
 

    During the first four years in Murfreesboro, Diamond John engaged in only three 
lawsuits, none of which related to the buying or selling of real estate.  Two of these, 
however, were long battles providing additional insight into the man’s abilities as well as 
his character. 
    The first episode began in October 1918 when Huddleston ordered a large quantity of 
roof coating and paint to redo one of his rental houses.  After an agent of the Republic 
Paint & Lead Works of Cleveland, Ohio, filled out a contract, Huddleston scratched his X 
and promptly received a half-barrel of coating and twenty gallons of outside paint at the 
railroad depot.  The bill:  $99.50.  Believing he had ordered only $89 worth, he refused 
delivery and asked the company to correct the charge.  Republic’s credit department 
made the mistake of implying he was acting dishonestly.  He, on the other hand, began 
suspecting someone had taken advantage of his illiteracy and altered the contract.94  
    Subsequently, Republic Paint & Lead offered to compromise but found Diamond John 
unyielding.  On August 31, 1920, the company finally filed in a Pike County small-
claims court (Justice of the Peace), which quickly dismissed the suit.  Filing in Circuit 
Court, the company introduced a contract bearing Huddleston’s mark; the salesman 
testified the total of $99.50 was correct.  Huddleston’s lawyers, including J. C. Pinnix, 
invoked the state law requiring that contracts bear the signature of a witness beside the 
mark of any illiterate principal.  Huddleston testified “that he could not read or write, and 
that he had no recollection of having signed an order; that if the order introduced in 
evidence covered the materials to the amount of $99.50, it had been changed and was not 
the order given by him.”  Furthermore, the person renting the house supported 
Huddleston’s argument.95 
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    The Circuit judge, however, ignored all other issues and instructed the jury to 
deliberate only one question:  did John Huddleston owe $89 or more than that amount?  
To Judge James S. Steel, the mere fact the material had been delivered to the railroad and 
shipped to Murfreesboro meant the company was due payment.96 
    Appealing to the state Supreme Court, Huddleston easily won a reversal of the Circuit 
decision.  The high court’s terse Opinion in March 1921 pointed out that no one had 
witnessed the mark on the contract and that a purchaser was not obligated to accept 
“goods of substantially different value from those ordered by him.”  The court ruled the 
jury should have decided not merely an amount due, but also if Huddleston owed 
anything at all.  It remanded the cause for a new trial.97 
    In September 1921, a Circuit jury again followed instructions and found Huddleston 
owed the paint company $84.20 plus $13.45 interest.  He also had to pay all costs of 
litigation.  As determined as ever, Diamond John moved for a new trial and, when 
overruled, gained permission for another appeal to the Supreme Court.  This evidently 
inspired a settlement out of court.98 
 

    Before that case terminated, Huddleston had gotten into a different sort of legal 
battle� a sensational affair that somehow escaped the attention of the mythmakers.  The 
unusual adventure originated during the Democratic primaries of 1920, when Huddleston 
publicly disparaged one of the candidates for Pike County Sheriff, R. M. Steuart.  
According to Steuart’s later testimony, “Huddleston, in order to secure votes against him, 
told some of the voters that he, Steuart, had killed his father and had cursed his mother on 
her deathbed.  He [Stuart] had done nothing to his parents to give rise to such a report, 
and he suffered great humiliation and anguish of mind when he was informed of the 
language used about him by Huddleston.”  Huddleston, denying slanderous intent, 
testified he merely had asked someone if there was any truth in local rumors about 
Steuart’s mistreatment of his parents.  Huddleston presented evidence “tending to show 
that Steuart about twenty years before had had a row with his father; that he had struck 
his father with his fist; that his father became sick in a few days and died in about a week 
thereafter from pneumonia.  There was also introduced the evidence of a physician to the 
effect that pneumonia is sometimes caused by a blow.”99 
    Whatever the exact circumstances, Steuart had followed Huddleston into a local store, 
confronted him, and struck him at least once with a fist, knocking him down.  Then, in 
April 1921, Steuart sued Huddleston for slander, requesting a total of $15,000 for 
compensatory and exemplary damages.   When Huddleston countersued for what he 
described as an unprovoked and severe beating, asking for $1,000 damages, Steuart 
pleaded self-defense�  during an argument in the store, he said, Huddleston tried to draw 
his gun, intending to shoot him.100 
    After hearing witnesses and arguments, Circuit Judge James S. Steel instructed the jury 
to first consider Steuart’s suit and, if the law and the evidence warranted, determine the 
amount of damages he should receive.  Essentially, jurors were told to disregard any local 
rumors about Steuart’s character and simply decide if Huddleston’s public comment 
constituted slander.  Addressing the countersuit and Steuart’s claim of self-defense, the 
judge placed Huddleston in an even weaker position: 
 
    The court instructs the jury that the plaintiff [Steuart] was entitled to act upon appearances, and, if the 
language and conduct of Huddleston was such as to induce in the mind of a reasonable man, under all the 
circumstances then existing and viewed from the standpoint of Steuart, a fear that death or great bodily 
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harm was about to be inflicted by Huddleston upon him, it does not matter if such danger was real or only 
apparent, and, if Steuart acted in necessary self-defense from real and honest conviction as to the character 
of the danger, if any, your verdict should be for Steuart on the cross-complaint, even though he was 
mistaken as to the extent of danger.101 
  

    In September 1921, the jury awarded Steuart $1,700 damages and all costs of 
litigation.  John Huddleston received nothing� although Judge Steel’s instruction 
suggested the trial had raised serious doubt about any intent to shoot Steuart.102 
    Upon appeal, the Arkansas Supreme Court found no error in the finding of slander, but 
it agreed with Huddleston’s challenge of the key instruction on self-defense�  In April 
1922, the high court reversed the Circuit decision and remanded the cause for a new 
trial.103  Private negotiations evidently produced an undisclosed settlement the following 
year; the court merely adjudged that Steuart was due $280 in costs.  Reflecting his current 
financial problems, Huddleston was allowed six months to pay that amount.104 
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Surviving a More Costly Encounter 
 
    As an isolated event, the Steuart affair would have had little impact on Diamond 
John’s fame or fortune.  As the journalist said in late 1920, he was still financially secure 
at the time, and no doubt could have remained so under normal conditions.  He had 
settled into a simple lifestyle soon after returning from Arkadelphia�  personal property 
reported in 1920 included little more than a few livestock, a piano, and a car valued at 
$350.  Recently, he had bought four properties in Murfreesboro by trading in a 1920 
Maxwell automobile priced at $1,095.105  While the heavy investing in real estate still left 
only a moderate amount of cash on hand, he owned rental properties, and the rising value 
of real estate in the post-war era put him in good position to raise more money when 
needed.  The revival of major commercial testing at the diamond field in 1919 also 
worked in his favor by spurring local optimism and real-estate promotion, especially on 
the northern periphery of Murfreesboro where he finally accumulated over 170 acres of 
land.106 
 

    John Huddleston had ample reason to begin the year 1921 confidently.  In April, he 
bought fifty-five acres immediately north of Murfreesboro for only $100 cash down and 
the balance of $2,100 due in two short-term payments.  In November, he added forty 
more acres for a stated $1 down and a balance of $499 due within a year.107 
    Then, at the height of success, the elderly widower made the greatest mistake of his 
life by marrying a young woman about one-third his age:  Lizzie Curtis of nearby Pike 
City, allegedly a “blonde carnival girl he met in Arkadelphia.”108  The unlikely couple got 
their marriage license December 28, 1921, and wed the next day.109 
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    Contrary to the folk tales, however, romance did not entirely blind John Huddleston to 
certain hazards of that venture, for he knew marriage would bestow common-law rights 
of dower and homestead upon the new wife, effectively giving her joint control of all 
properties during his lifetime as well as a share of the estate afterwards.110  Before the 
wedding, he demonstrated some of the “practical sense” one journalist noticed later and 
began deeding choice properties in Murfreesboro and the new additions to his daughters 
and his sister Harriet’s husband, Lee J. Wagner.111  Perhaps Huddleston’s daughters 
helped him decide the course of action� all four were considerably older than the 
nineteen-year-old prospective stepmother.  In any case, it is clear he intended to retain 
control of several of the properties conveyed to the daughters, while at the same time 
safeguarding them from a risky marriage.112 
 

    The eventual annulment decree, obtained by John Huddleston in June 1924, left no 
doubt about basic details of that mismatch.  The couple had lived together only eleven 
days before young Lizzie “deserted the plaintiff and left his home and remained away for 
eleven months.”  Returning December 5, 1922, she stayed almost eight months and then 
departed for good, reportedly settling somewhere outside of Arkansas.  Furthermore, 
during the marriage Lizzie Huddleston “committed the crime of adultery,” the judge 
concluded, and on that basis the court declared the union “annuled [sic], cancelled, set 
aside” and the plaintiff “restored to all the rights, privileges and immunities of an 
unmarried man.”  Lizzie never contested the petition or the ruling.113 
 

    With the decree, John Huddleston regained not only sole ownership and control of his 
properties, but also sole responsibility for any related obligations, because the annulment 
had stripped Lizzie of both her rights of dower and homestead and any responsibility for 
contracts signed jointly during the marriage�114

�

    All together, Huddleston was left holding notes for three short-term loans the couple 
had gotten a few months after Lizzie returned from the first absence.  The restless young 
bride evidently liked to spend money, in contrast with her aging spouse, whose 
investments left very little cash on hand� and after she came back in late 1922, he tried to 
keep her satisfied.  At the same time, he had to cope with the costs of the Steuart affair 
and several other debts he had neglected during that disconcerting period of marriage and 
separation:  these obligations, incurred earlier by Huddleston himself, totaled at least 
$1,744.115  So, in late February 1923, the reunited couple used some large parcels of land 
around Murfreesboro to secure a loan of $2,500 from a private estate, at 8% interest.  
Then two weeks later they signed a promissory note to a private individual for $1,050 at 
10%, and used several lots in Murfreesboro for collateral.  That was followed a week 
later by a private loan of $400 at 10%, backed by three smaller parcels.116 
    This seems to have been the limits of Diamond John’s effort to reconcile with Lizzie 
and pay off the creditors.  It remains questionable whether the restless young woman 
finally fled in August 1923 with a significant amount of cash and a “Model T Ford 
coupe,” as a vague folk tale declares.  It is also uncertain whether her permanent exit left 
the beleaguered spouse feeling distraught or relieved.117   
 
    Clearly, the John Huddleston of 1922-1923 was essentially the disorganized, 
irresponsible Diamond John depicted in old folk tales.  In 1922, while absorbed in 
domestic problems, he had failed to respond when several creditors asked for payment of 
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overdue real-estate notes and a small bill at the general store, leaving them no choice 
except law suits.  When summoned to court, he failed to respond.  Judgments followed, 
including the sale of the real-estate at public auction.118 
 

    Huddleston’s behavior from late 1923 into 1925 also seemed to reflect the same sort of 
distraction and withdrawal.  In February 1924, probably after deciding to divorce Lizzie 
and start over, his interest revived enough that he placed the highest bid for one of the 
properties he had let slip into public auction; but then he quickly defaulted after signing a 
standard three-month note for the purchase.119  Soon he allowed creditors and the Pike 
County Chancery Court to arrange the public auction of many of his mortgaged 
properties, particularly those he and Lizzie used to secure loans in early 1923.120  The 
besieged divorcee had paid nothing on those loans, and now chose not to respond to any 
of the court petitions. 

    Instead of reflecting confusion and indifference, however, these actions were part of a 
strategy designed to resolve his overall financial problems.  The legal maneuvering 
evidently was directed by the wealthy and influential old friend who had remained close 
to John Wesley Huddleston since the discovery in 1906.  When one of the public auctions 
was executed in June 1925, Pike County’s leading lawyer and banker, J. C. Pinnix, 
salvaged Huddleston’s best properties, those used to secure the $2,500 loan.  Pinnix bid 
high enough to cover the court judgment and related expenses, and then worked out an 
agreement allowing Huddleston to keep the land.121 
 

    That same month, a subdued John Huddleston transferred 6.6 acres in the 
Murfreesboro Heights Addition to daughter Willie and confined himself to managing the 
remaining properties.  In 1930 that still included about 170 acres immediately north and 
northeast of Murfreesboro.122 
 

Single, Older, and Still Resourceful 
 

    While embarrassing and initially devastating, the failed marriage hardly forced 
Huddleston into social withdrawal.  Emerging clean-shaven and mellowed by age and 
experience, he was receptive and talkative when approached soon afterward by journalist 
Tom Shiras, editor-publisher of the reputable Baxter (County) Bulletin, published in 
distant Mountain Home, Arkansas.  “I went to Murfreesboro especially for this 
interview,” Shiras wrote later.  “Walter Mauney of Murfreesboro, who has been 
associated with diamond mining in the Arkansas field since it started, went with me up to 
John’s white cottage that morning.  There was a comfortable bench before the big 
fireplace, and we all sat down and lighted our pipes and started to talk.  I caught a true 
picture of John Huddleston that day.”123 
    Shiras was interested in Huddleston’s background and character as well as the 
discovery in 1906.  “The Ozarks [mountains] have developed the same type of hardy 
prospectors who first discovered most of the big mines in the West.  John Huddleston 
was of this type.  He was not an educated man, but had plenty of practical sense and a 
determination to do what he thought should be done.”  As for the old outdoorsman’s 
renown for marksmanship, “his eyes were still sharp.  At 25 yards he could put six bullets 
from an automatic revolver into the small heart of a pine log, and at 50 yards could with a 
rifle still ‘bust’ a squirrel’s eye.”124 
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    That sharp vision was just as 
evident during an afternoon spent at 
the diamond field.  John Huddleston’s 
“keen, gray eyes” constantly detected 
shiny little objects that might be 
diamonds, “but he found none that 
day.”  When his brother-in-law Lee 
Wagner joined them, he and 
Huddleston located “the exact spot” 
where the first diamond was picked 
up, and Shiras took the famous 
photograph of the well-dressed 
discoverer kneeling and pointing at the 
ground.125     
 
_______________________________ 
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
    Left, a second photograph 
by Shiras during his visit, c. 
late 1924(?)  Huddleston’s 
harelip appeared as a 
shadowed line (zoom in).  
Crater.  
 
    After the divorce, Huddleston 
no doubt made regular visits to 
the diamond field, where 
Wagner worked as property 
overseer.  The renewed 
commercial testing of the early 
1920s proved as disappointing 
as earlier efforts, resulting in 
the closing of the field in mid 
1925; but Lee Wagner kept his 
job.  Although small-scale 
testing occurred at times 
between 1928 and 1932, 
Huddleston and his affable 
brother-in-law were free to 
walk over the grounds 
reminiscing and chatting with 
Walter Mauney and others who 
happened by.126 
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 _______________________________________________________________________       

     Below, three of several photographs made during a visit to the diamond field c. 
     1930.  Top left, Wagner and Huddleston.  Right, joined by Walter Mauney of 
     Murfreesboro.  Bottom center, unidentified visitor.  Crater. 
 

 
 

  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
    After a time, Huddleston participated in at least one of the many events of that era 
designed to advertise Pike County’s diamonds and other natural resources and thereby 
attract tourists and new residents.  In July 1931, amid growing signs of economic 
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depression, public officials used a Hot Springs radio station to invite listeners to order 
samples of material from the diamond field� small bags of it certified by the Arkansas 
Commissioner of Mines and Agriculture.  “The rock and dirt . . . were selected by John 
W. Huddleston, the first discoverer of the diamond fields in America,” the Pike County 
Courier reported.  “Tourists were invited to stop at the Pike County Bank at 
Murfreesboro and inspect the first two diamonds ever found at the diamond fields 
here.”127

The 1930s:  Hard Times for All 
  

    To men such as John Huddleston, land had always been the ultimate source of wealth 
and wellbeing.  Over the decades it had remained the most trustworthy of investments.  
Then came the Great Depression and drought, and suddenly unproductive land became a 
tax burden more than an asset.  By the end of 1932, State seizures and tax auctions began 
soaring.128  The elderly Huddleston, still responsible for a number of properties, finally 
gave up.  In May 1933, he signed a quitclaim deed giving J. C. Pinnix clear title to all his 
remaining real estate except a large lot in Kelly Addition and his home place nearby on 
Kelly Street, several blocks north of the courthouse.129  The quitclaim included some land 
not involved in the public auction of 1925.  Apparently, that was either sold to Pinnix or 
transferred to settle unrecorded obligations. 
    At the time, John Huddleston also held legal claim to two other large lots in Kelly 
Addition and forty acres three miles southwest of town, properties he had sold in the 
early 1920s with balances due.  He had not moved to recover those when the buyers 
failed to make payments, and during the Depression he allowed them to cover only the 
taxes until final settlements in late 1938 and 1940.130 
 

    While no longer prosperous, the old Discoverer fared better than many Arkansans after 
1933.  The initial state-county relief programs of the early ‘30s provided very limited 
support for the needy, and the new federal Social Security program provided minimal aid 
for most retirees when it began.  John Huddleston’s federal Old Age Pension, which 
started October 1, 1936, was $10 a month.131  Still resourceful, however, he made extra 
money by operating a little business in his yard.  “John’s place had lots of stuff around 
it,” said an old-timer who grew up near Huddleston’s home on Kelly Street.  “He was 
always dragging stuff in, buying and selling.”132  In addition, there was still good 
Huddleston farmland available for raising meat and vegetables.133 
    In 1936, Literary Digest, a leading national magazine, described the once-famous 
Arkansan as a seventy-six-year-old “part-time junkman, part-time farmer.”  The writer 
echoed a story heard in Murfreesboro:  “John Huddleston received $36,000 for his tract.  
For more than twenty-odd years he lived well on this money. . . . Then, through 
unfortunate speculation, he lost his fortune.”134  Perhaps John Huddleston had offered 
that simple explanation instead of trying to clarify all the property transfers and the 
events following the second wedding.   
     

     Regardless of age, the Discoverer remained an imposing figure as he walked the 
streets of Murfreesboro.  Tall and still unsmiling, he made an indelible impression on 
imaginative youngsters such as Bobby Joe Flaherty, only nine years old in 1936.  “He 
was mean-looking and scared us kids to death,” said Flaherty.  “With that big old hat and 
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those big hands and long arms, he reminded us of the desperados we saw in the movies.  I 
can’t remember if he wore a gun or not.”135 
    Some say Huddleston grew fond of alcohol in his last years� as did many 
contemporaries after the repeal of national prohibition in 1933.  In earlier times, there had 
been very few references to his drinking, and those instances were hardly remarkable.136  
Now, he especially enjoyed beer.  The late Alton Terrell, whose mother was John 
Huddleston’s cousin, told of a group of younger men who often got together at the 
courthouse square in Murfreesboro and went over to a popular drinking spot for 
discounted leftovers.  “If John Huddleston was around,” he said, “his ears always perked 
up when someone said something about going over there.  He liked that stale beer.”137  
According to a more typical folk tale, the old Arkansan also accumulated “truck loads” of 
empty beer and whisky bottles in his home, leaving quite a mess to be cleaned up after 
his death.  That was one of several old stories exaggerating Huddleston’s physical 
abilities.138   
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Ending and New Beginning 
 
    Diamond John Huddleston of the folk tales supposedly died in 1936.  John Wesley 
Huddleston of Murfreesboro, Pike County, Arkansas, lived until November 12, 1941, 
when he died at home after a short illness.  At the time he reportedly was still “trying to 
manage a small farm and conduct a junk yard on the side.”139  Family members buried 
him among other relatives in little Japany Cemetery, between the diamond field and his 
and Sarah’s original farm, with only a plain river stone marking the gravesite.  A few 
yards away stood the small inscribed headstone he and Sarah had gotten for their second-
born, Ellen, after her death in 1895.  The graves of Sarah and Miss Joe, still without 
identifying markers, no doubt lay close by.140   
    The former hero was not entirely forgotten by the time of his passing, certainly not 
around Murfreesboro, where tales still flourished.  Even Time magazine had mentioned 
the Discoverer a few months earlier in an article about diamond mining.141  Still, outside 
of Pike County he had almost faded into obscurity after the mid 1920s. 
 
    John Huddleston would have been pleased by the broader recognition and fame that 
followed his death, even though some of it remained less than complimentary.  By late 
1941, federal spending and the war in Europe had begun reviving the economy and 
stirring new interest in the Pike County field as a possible source of industrial diamonds, 
a trend Time reflected earlier that year.  Likely, this reawakening helped spur the 
Arkansas Gazette into publishing the first full-length feature about the “Diamond 
Discoverer” two months after he died.142  Then, further testing at the field generated more 
national publicity, including substantial coverage in Nation’s Business in March 1949.  
The writer of that article introduced readers to some of the current tales about “John 
Wesley Huddleston, who now ranks in local tradition with the legendary Paul Bunyan of 
lumber camps.”143 
    Facilitated by Howard A. Millar, a master story teller and public relations man, the 
legend spread quickly after tourist operations began at the diamond field in 1951.  Millar 
and his father, both mining engineers, had bought a small part of the diamond field 
decades earlier, and had remained through the Great Depression.  While still trying to 
promote commercial mining, Howard Millar became the driving force behind the 
development of a permanent tourist industry centering upon recreational diamond 
hunting.  He and his wife, Modean, opened their “Crater of Diamonds” tourist attraction 
in 1952, and for the next sixteen years he applied his considerable talents as writer and 
promoter.  Drawing the attention of national magazines, newspapers, and popular new 
television programs, he generated more publicity for the Arkansas diamond field and its 
Discoverer than any person ever had.144  Through his published accounts, Millar also 
facilitated the John Huddleston Day celebration now held annually at Crater of Diamonds 
State Park.145 
 
    Eventually, in 1995, a few relatives and other concerned citizens gathered at the grave 
in Japany Cemetery for a special ceremony.  A craftsman among them had replaced the 
river stone with a small headstone made of native rocks� a more fitting marker for an old 
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Arkansan who loved the outdoors and prospecting.  It bore a simple identification beside 
an image of a sparkling gem:  “‘Diamond’ John Huddleston, 1860-1936.”  Later, that 
modest structure was replaced with a more impressive memorial consisting of rockwork 
and an accompanying granite slab with the same inscription.146 
 

    The well-maintained cemetery lies atop a gentle slope beside Japany Methodist 
Church, on Highway 301 four miles southeast of Murfreesboro.  A relative, Etta 
Huddleston, deeded the site to trustees when the church organized several years after 
John Huddleston’s death.147  Crater of Diamonds State Park is only about two miles back 
up the road toward town. 
           
 
              

 
 
    The final memorial.  Relatives and the local history society intend to correct the     
dates.  (Additional photographs follow.) 
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 Above, daughter Ellen’s headstone in foreground.  Below, Japany Cemetery, 2007. 
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������� He fell in love with a carnival girl, 
        A blonde from Arkadelphia. 
        John thought he was rich, indeed, 
        But she was even wealthier. 
 
        She soon had all of his money, 
        Was sure that it would take her far, 
        And while John shopped in a general store, 
        His bride ran away with his car. 
        .        .        .        .        .        . 
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        John Huddleston died in poverty 
        And was buried near the vale 
        Where millions of diamonds still remain 
        In crumbly volcanic shale. 
�
������� No headstone, no inscription marks 
        His final resting place, 
        Just an ordinary river rock 
        With nothing on its face. 
�
��������(�	�)���
�������� John Huddleston, John Huddleston, 
        Why did you ever sell your mine? 
        You could have been the richest man 
        Below the Mason-Dixon line. (Magdalene Collums, 
        Hempstead County History Society, Washington, 
        Arkansas, “John Huddleston and His Diamond 
        Mine” [1985], File SF 269, Southwest Arkansas 
        Regional Archives.)  
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    The assessed value of county property, both real and personal, was, in 1889, $756,177.  In 1874 
     the total assessment was $342,379; an increase, it will be seen, in fifteen years, of $422,798.  This 
     healthy growth is simply the increased value of farm property, and may be counted on to increase, in 
     even a more rapid proportion, in the future, as much land is being reduced to a state of cultivation by 
     both the native citizens and immigrants, and of the home seekers in Arkansas, Pike County is receiving 
     quite a liberal share.  (“Pike County–Financial Showing,” in Biographical and Historical Memoirs of 
     Southern Arkansas [Chicago: The Goodspeed Publ. Co., 1890], section available online at PCAHS, 
     Online Records Library:  http://www.pcahs.com/.) 
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    Huddleston’s testimony:  “Steuart followed him into Ballard’s store . . . and tapped him on the back with 
his open hand and asked him why he had not spoken to him before he came into the store.  Huddleston has 
passed Steuart just before he entered the store.  Previous to that time Steuart had threatened to sue 
Huddleston for slander . . ..  They had some words about this in Ballard’s store, and Huddleston told 
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Steuart not to get it into his head that he was afraid of him.  Huddleston told Steuart, however, that he did 
not want any trouble with him, and then went back into the store and put both hands upon the counter.  As 
he was standing there looking down towards the floor, Steuart hit him above the right eye with his right fist 
and knocked him senseless.  Huddleston went down on his hands and knees and tried to get up.  Steuart 
knocked Huddleston to his knees the second time and then kicked him in the left side.  Huddleston was 
going on a trip to a distant part of the county when he encountered Steuart, and had a pistol.  He did not at 
any time attempt to use the pistol on Steuart or to hurt him in any other way.  Huddleston was badly hurt by 
the blow he received from Steuart.  Huddleston was about 59 years old and weighed about 156 pounds.  
Steuart was 35 years old, and was a very stout able-bodied young man.”  (Opinion, 271.) 
 
    Steuart’s testimony:  “. . . he went into Ballard’s store to talk to Huddleston about the slander case he 
anticipated bringing against him.  During the course of their conversation Steuart saw the pistol which 
Huddleston was carrying, and Huddleston became angry and attempted to draw his pistol and shoot Steuart.  
Steuart then struck him with his fist and knocked him down on a bench.  He did not strike Huddleston 
except to keep him from shooting him.  Steuart did not make any attempt to jump on Huddleston or to kick 
him.  About twenty years before that time Steuart’s father had gotten drunk and tried to fight him.  Steuart 
pushed his father away, and did not strike him at all.”  (271-272.) 
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    Circuit, Civil, Complaint, Geo. P. Crawford and J. M. Crawford v. John W. Huddleston, April 24, 1922, 
No. 462; Judgment, March 24, 1923, case No. 462; Receipt (by court clerk for payment by J. W. 
Huddleston), February 26, 1923, No. 462, case packet in file drawer 132, third floor, Courthouse.  Also, 
Circuit Record, Civil, D, 74, Judgment, September 19, 1922, No. 462.  Initially, the court awarded the 
Crawfords $800 plus costs, with 10% interest until paid.  Huddleston paid the court clerk $845.16. 
    Chancery Court Record D, 459, Decree, James G. Clark v. J. W. Huddleston, November 13, 1922, No. 
1244.  M. W. Greeson had transferred Huddleston’s promissory notes to Clark, whose request for a 
judgment of $573 was granted (the case packet for Crawford v. Huddleston, No. 462, above, includes a 
deposit slip from Pike County Bank to the Circuit Court Clerk, March 2, 1923, showing a total “Huddleston 
Judgment” of $619.61 for Clark).  The properties involved, Tracts 24-26 in the Heights Addition, 
Murfreesboro, were later sold at auction.     
    Chancery Record E, 25, “Order Approving Report and Confirming Sale of Commissioner,” J. R. 
Johnson vs. J. W. Huddleston, November 13, 1924, No. 1281.  A $500 note, for 40 acres in Section 6-8-25, 
had been due November 1922; the Court appointed the Commissioner one year later, to handle the public 
auction. 
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