










Rediscovering 
Mt. Helicon 
A Historic Route 66 Landmark in the Making

There’s a hillside on Route 
66 on the east side of town 
in Sullivan, Missouri, that 
most everyone driving 
past would never notice, 
let alone be drawn into 
its historic origins over 
170 years ago. It’s been 
overgrown and the story 
forgotten until last fall 
in 2024, when a local art 
fair uncovered its roots 
historically, and literally. 
This was Mount Helicon, 
Missouri. The homestead of 
Jacob Clark’s family long 
before the city of Sullivan 
was established.

For years we’ve worked 
here and walked past the 
old Clark Family Cemetery 
on E. Springfield (also 
Route 66). It’s always been 
there hiding behind the 
overgrowth and crumbling 
walls. Headstones were set 
flat and now have standing 
water damage. Others have 
been pushed over by tree 
growth or vandals. Nothing 
meaningful has happened 

out there for a long time. 
It’s amazing this particular 
story had slipped so far 
out of sight. Mt. Helicon 
as the original settlement 
is mentioned briefly on 
the city’s website and in 
the old town centennial 
history book, but no one 
has mentioned it since or 
attempted to investigate any 
further. The story goes that 
Clark purchased 440 acres 
here, but more research has 
revealed that he partnered 
in many businesses with 
neighbors and jointly 
owned thousands of acres 
all around. Some of his 
children also bought 
connected land extending 
the Helicon homestead 
from the original plot. 

There’s considerable 
research still to do to 
confirm details but 
we are getting closer 
to understanding the 
magnitude of the story 
and how important Clark 
really was in the early 

development of this entire 
area. 

With the Route 66 
Centennial fast approaching 
in 2026, this was a miracle 
opportunity to retell local 
history and help shine a 
spotlight on our community 
that can inspire future  
generations to come love 
and work here. It’s now our 
mission to keep the story 
alive and invite others to be 
a part of it.

THE ANCIENT 
LAND OF OZ

In the mid-1800s the 
Ozarks looked and felt very 
different. There were dense 
forests full of wildlife, clear 
springs cutting through 
limestone hills, and a 
majestic backdrop as early 
pioneers and their families 
began to settle the area. 
This land was ancient, 
pre-Cambrian mountains 
that were among some of 
the first to rise from the 

sea and once may have 
been much taller than the 
Rockies are now. A sacred 
and unique ecosystem, rich 
with life that can’t be found 
anywhere else in the world 
and an epic geological 
timeline.

When the first American 
settlers arrived here, they 
had to carve their lives out 
of raw nature. Travelers 
moved slowly by wagon 
on rough roads surrounded 
by wilderness. There 
was movement in every 
direction. Railroads were 
beginning to stretch across 
the state and the Gold Rush 
pulled men westward. 
Small communities 
began to form around 
rivers and old trails. The 
natural beauty and newly 
discovered resources led 
to the first townships 
springing up. Life was 
tough, but it was also full 
of hope in this idea of the 
“American Dream”.
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It was in this setting 
that the pioneer Jacob 
Clark built his home and 
became instrumental to 
the original growth of the 
area. Jacob was born in 
1810 in Abbeville, South 
Carolina, and came here 
with his family to Franklin 
County, Missouri, in 1816 
at the age of 6. His father 
died when Jacob was 
14, leaving him largely 
on his own to build his 
future. In 1831 he married 
Phoebe Whitmire, also 
from South Carolina, when 

he was 21, and together 
they had eight children. 
By the mid-1830s he had 
entered the Cumberland 
Presbyterian ministry and 
by 1846 was documented 
preaching at Meramec 
Church near Stanton. His 
education was mostly self-
driven, yet he rose to be 
one of the most eloquent 
and popular preachers 
in southeast Missouri. 
He became known as a 
respected minister, writer 
and editor of one of the 
earliest Presbyterian 

newspapers in St. Louis, 
shaping public thought and 
connecting rural Missouri 
to wider conversations. He 
was also a trusted and fair 
merchant whose word was 
regarded as binding. Jacob 
was tall, strong, and carried 
himself like a gentleman. 
He preached with a voice 
that drew crowds. Friends 
and neighbors described 
him as kind and steady, 
the sort of man people 
turned to for both spiritual 
and practical guidance. 
His reputation stretched 
across Missouri, and in a 
time when character was 
constantly tested in public, 
his stood firm. 

Jacob had a keen, 
penetrating eye and spoke 
with a pleasant voice and 
perfect articulation, yet it 
was always humble and 
carried a decided but kindly 
influence everywhere he 
went.

Jacob established his family 
farm of 440+ acres along 
present-day Springfield 
Avenue in Sullivan. This 
road has been many things 
over the centuries. A 
wildlife trail on the ridge, 
Osage Nation trail, the Old 
Wire Road, the Fremont 
Trail, and for the last 
99 years Historic Route 
66. Today, the I-44/R66 
corridor remains integral 
to the whole state and the 
country. 

Historically, communities 
were formed along rivers, 
and when the railroad 
was built many migrated 
to the tracks. Similarly, 
when the newly designated 
State Highway, Route 66, 
was born in 1926, the old 
railroad downtown slowly 
built up around the new 
highway, and as traffic 
increased, so did the gap 
between historic origins 
and economic prosperity.
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Likely around the 1840s or 
earlier, Jacob’s purchase of 
the land here set in motion 
a series of interesting 
events, some that we are 
only just now discovering.

Jacob named his land 
Mount Helicon after 
the famous mountain in 
ancient Greece associated 
with Apollo and the nine 
Muses, symbolizing art, 
inspiration, and culture. 
The choice shows a 
literary and symbolic 
mind and awareness of 
Greek myth and the arts. 
Apollo is the Greek god 
of light, prophecy, music, 
poetry, and agriculture, 
and the Muses are the nine 
goddesses of song and 
poetry. That’s remarkable 
for a backwoods minister 
in the 1800s and tells us 
he wasn’t just building 
a farm. He was trying to 
build civilization into the 
wilderness. For Clark to 
use that name here in the 
raw Ozarks shows that he 
saw this landscape as a new 
Helicon, a paradise full 
of natural beauty, waiting 
for art, faith, and human 
imagination to flourish. 

Letters show he imagined 
the land as healthy, fertile, 
and promising. A frontier 
paradise that mirrored the 
American Dream before 
the railroad and industry 
transformed it. He wasn’t 
just naming his farm. He 
had a vision of paradise 
rediscovered, a place where 
imagination belonged 
alongside survival.

By 1850 records show 
Helicon, Missouri, formally 
established in letters, but 
it was likely known much 
earlier. Clark and his family 
planted orchards, tended 
the land, and maintained 
the cemetery that would 
later carry his family name. 
Their homestead was a 
well-known local hub, 
store, and the first post 
office in the area. In 1856 
the post office became 
officially recognized 
and Jacob’s son, Austin 
Whitmire Clark, was 
appointed postmaster.

Unfortunately, Jacob died 
September 22, 1857, on 
his way back home after 
preaching one final sermon 
with unusual tenderness. 

His funeral was held in 
heavy rain, yet neighbors 
came for miles. They 
crowded into the house and 
stood in the downpour just 
to pay their respects. After 
his passing, there was a 
deep void across the state 
and he was often described 
as irreplaceable.

A few years later, the whole 
community’s energy shifted 
as the new Southwest 
Branch of the Pacific 
Railroad was coming.

Stephen Sullivan, a 
businessman and railroad 
contractor also from South 
Carolina purchased 169 
acres in 1856 just before 
Clark passed. He donated 
land and the construction of 
the town’s first train depot 
in 1859, and by 1860 it 
was finished. With the train 
arrival, a new post office 
was formally designated as 
Sullivan to honor Steven’s 
donation. The post office 
at Mt Helicon was closed 
and Jacob’s son Austin 
continued as postmaster at 
the new depot for a time.

As the railroad grew, 

commerce and population 
clustered near the depot 
rather than around Clark’s 
homestead. Businesses, 
hotels and services sprang 
up quickly. The new 
town developed along a 
rail corridor while Mt. 
Helicon’s story faded. Over 
time Sullivan grew into a 
bustling railroad town, then 
later into a highway stop at 
Route 66, and eventually a 
commuter town to St. Louis  
with the construction of 
Interstate 44.

It’s said that Clark thought 
well of Stephen Sullivan 
and reserved a plot in the 
Clark Family Cemetery for 
him and his wife Dorcus. 
Later, Sullivan requested 
to be buried on the highest 
point near downtown.

The cemetery grew to 
include three generations 
of Clarks and still holds so 
much untold history. The 
last few decades though, 
it’s all become overgrown 
into obscurity. Until now.

In 2024 we agreed it was 
time to bring it back into 
the light with the first art 

The Power of 
Perspective

We want to inspire the Spirit of Adventure, Discovery and Creativity.
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fair, right across from the 
cemetery, graciously hosted  
at the Anchor Church 
(formerly First Presbyterian 
of Sullivan and historically 
tied to Clark’s ministry and 
legacy.)

After rediscovering the 
story and connecting 
the dots between the 
old name and Show Me 
Artists’ mission to inspire 
art and entrepreneurship, 
it was clear we would 
call the event the Mt. 
Helicon Art Fair and 
use the energy to draw 
attention to the overgrown 
cemetery in order to 
begin raising money and 
thinking through a serious 
renovation project. 

The Clark Family Cemetery 
and the story of Mt. 
Helicon is most likely the 
community’s oldest and 
most iconic landmark. The 
fact that it rests on Historic 
Route 66 on the eve of the 
100-year Centennial...? 
That feels like destiny.

With the art fair in place, 
we invited local artists to 
vend and donated a portion 
of all sales to restoration 

efforts. A restoration 
committee was formed at 
the church and designated 
as the custodian of the land. 
Now the plan is in motion 
to use Route 66 to draw 
attention and fundraising 
for a proper historic 
landmark commemorating 
Clark’s story and to use 
it to inspire a part of our 
community’s living identity 
again. 

Over the weekend during 
the art fair, the cemetery 
underwent an immediate 
transformation. Franklin 
County Cemetery Society, 
along with members of 
the local DAR chapter, the 
church, and local citizens, 
banded together, cut brush, 
trimmed trees, lifted 
downed headstones, and 
scrubbed the grave faces. 

With creativity and focused 
attention, a little art fair 
uncovered a rich history 
and an opportunity to 
engage in co-creating 
our artistic identity by 
connecting art and history. 
This is for all of us and for 
future generations. The 
effort continues to maintain 
the grounds and while there 

is a lot of work yet to do, 
this is a great start. The 
energy is growing.

This matters because our 
town has always struggled 
with identity. Like so many 
small railroad communities, 
we’re split between a 
fading downtown, and 
box store interstate. But it 
doesn’t have to be negative. 
In fact it all works together 
to paint the picture of the 
future of our town and the 
future of Route 66. The 
story of Helicon gives us 
something real to hold 
onto. It ties our heritage, 
history and heroes to the 
inspiration of the arts, and 
it gives us a foundation to 
build on. With the Route 
66 Centennial coming in 
2026, the timing couldn’t 
be better.

Clark’s story is one of 
entrepreneurship and 
the American Dream. 
He came from a family 
without wealth and 
fought life’s battles on his 
own, self-made through 
determination, courage, 
and the grace of God. He 
was a pioneer spirit who 
saw the Ozark frontier as 

the new Helicon, a place 
of inspiration and paradise. 
Clark’s role bridged worlds: 
faith and commerce, 
frontier and city, ancient 
ideals and new realities. 
He was a pillar of trust and 
identity, where life was 
uncertain and trust was 
everything.

Today, we have an 
opportunity to reclaim this 
authentic foundation of our 
community. We can use art 
to bless our town, give it a 
renewed identity, and leave 
a lasting impact for the next 
100 years. 

Show Me Artists and the 
Mt. Helicon Art Fair exist 
to discover and spotlight 
local creative talent, and 
to connect people with a 
shared sense of place. We 
aim to inspire people with 
the spirit of adventure, 
discovery and creativity 
just like Jacob Clark did 
nearly 200 years ago.

As we look ahead to 
the 2026 Route 66 
Centennial, it’s important 
to understand: the road is 
more than just a highway. 
It’s a symbol of American 
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adventure, connecting small 
towns and inviting travelers 
to discover the stories and 
culture that make each stop 
unique. When a community 
embraces art, it reclaims 
its identity and co-creates a 
new one. Art is more than 
celebration. It is the heart 
of Route 66 as an iconic art 
trail and global symbol of 
the American Dream.
Art can preserve history, 
but more importantly, it 
connects generations. 

The same creative forces 
that guided the early 
settlers of Mt. Helicon are 
alive in the hands of our 
entrepreneurs, families, 
students and artists today. 
Each piece of art we create 
is a thread that ties the 
wisdom of the past to the 

dreams of the future. In 
the same way that pioneers 
like Jacob Clark turned 
wilderness into a home, 
our community is turning 
creative visions into a new 
kind of heritage. Each 
brushstroke, each sculpture, 
and each art festival is 
a bridge that invites the 
next generation to walk 
in the footsteps of those 
who came before and to 
add their own chapter to 
the story. By embracing 
this legacy of creativity, 
we are celebrating the 
arts and passing a torch 
that will light the way for 
generations to come.

This message is for you: the 
undiscovered artist seeking 
a stage, the citizen who 
wants to see more creativity 

in your town, the traveler 
searching for deeper 
meaning on the road, and 
the children who deserve to 
inherit a richer landscape.

The Centennial is a 
celebration of Route 66, 
but it is also a chance for 
every community to shape 
its future. The opportunity 
is here. 

Through art, we can see the 
dream, and lead the way.

Think local. Act local.DRAFT



Shop local, art, online.

Art is the Catalyst and a 
Bridge Across Generations
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