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For the past few summers we have attended the remains of the great Barnum and Bailey Circus when it has been in Little Rock. Alas, the circus is not what it once was. Like so many other institutions of the past, the circus is being replaced by other entertainment venues.


As late as the 1950‘s, a number of small circuses still staged performances in Arkansas. Shows are no longer held in tents, but then a few of them still were. One such performance was especially notable.


In 1951, a small circus called the Campa Bros. Circus was performing in Mena. The show was a one-night stand. The circus featured several large cats in the act. 


One was a young lion who was thought to be quite tame. So tame he was, that the owners of the circus would stake him outside his cage for the patrons to see. Sort of  “up close and personal.”


But wild animals are never totally tame; they have an unpredictable nature.  When Maria, the nine-year-old grand-daughter of one of the circus owners, did something that night which surprised the cat, it reacted by attacking her.


Circus workers tried to save the child by distracting the cat with side poles while her father pulled her to safety. Their efforts were futile; the cat had clawed and mangled the child and she was dead.


But the show must go on, so the next day the circus packed up and headed down the road. Unlike some of the bigger circuses of the time, this group had no trains. They traveled in a caravan of trucks.


Speculation was that they were heading back to Gonzales, Texas, where the circus wintered.


Late at night the little caravan was driving the narrow, winding mountain highway between Pencil Bluff and Mount Ida in Montgomery County. They were about three miles from Oden.


It was raining and the road was slick. Two of the trucks carrying the show’s wild animals skidded off the road and overturned, freeing a number of the animals.


Nine animals were loose in the heavily wooded area. Among them were a black bear, a polar bear, two leopards and several monkeys.


A call went out for help and soon a number of residents were on hand to aid in the local safari. According to published reports, one of the leopards was soon shot.


The other leopard was spied by a local resident and his hunting dog Tony. Tony was a small dog of undetermined origin. He tracked the leopard until daylight, but he was no match for the big beast. The cat attacked Tony and the dog’s owner shot it. The dog was mortally wounded.


Within a few hours all the animals were rounded up with the exception of the black bear, the polar bear and several monkeys. The circus owners could delay their journey no longer, but they asked that, if the animals were seen, they should not be killed, but their whereabouts reported to authorities. They were particularly concerned about retrieving the bears.


Through all the summer months the monkeys scared (and delighted) residents of the area. They would play in the fruit trees, throwing plum pits and apple cores at unsuspecting farm women who were outside gathering ripe fruits. 


They also pestered the chickens and the cats and dogs. One local reported that a monkey spied on him as he used his outhouse.


It is assumed that with the coming of winter, the animals were unable to find food or keep warm and died. At any rate, they no longer bothered anyone.


But the bears. What happened to the bears? Did they die? Did they live and mate with local bears? No one will admit anything, but even to this day rumors still circulate about the carcass of one of them.


Legend says it is still stored in a deep freeze in someone’s barn, too tough to cook, too much of a trophy to dispose of.  
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