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I remember a time back in the Eighties when the solons up on Capitol 
Hill — or maybe it was the Department of Parks and Tourism, or possibly 
the folks down at the DMV — anyway, somebody decided it was high 
time to change the slogan on our license plates. Apparently “The Land of 
Opportunity” had worn out its usefulness and new words were warranted.

Heady stuff, these affairs of state.
The task was farmed out to the good people of Arkansas, who responded 

with recommendations in the… well, at least the dozens, probably the 
hundreds. And once the deadline for 
suggestions had passed, the Arkansas 
Gazette dutifully printed every single one 
of them, in itty-bitty type, on the front page 
of its features section.

Being a studious collegian at the time, I 
sat down and read them over breakfast. To 
this day, one stands out as the clear winner: 
“Arkansas: Weird but Not Boring.”

Inconceivably, we wound up using “The 
Natural State.”

Now, there’s nothing inherently wrong 
with that as a state slogan — there is 
gorgeous real estate to be found in 
Arkansas’s every corner. But to my mind, 
“Weird but Not Boring” spoke to the 
subtler charms of this place. It speaks, 
very specifically, to the fact that this state 
is chock full of stories: hidden and often 
oddball little mysteries that can be found 
in the unlikeliest of places, if only you have 
the tenacity to tease them out.

I do. I’ve been a journalist for more 
than twenty years now. I tell stories for a 
living — stories of people, stories of places, 
stories of events. It’s the best job in the 
world. And I’ve never been anywhere with 
more and better stories than right here. 
Not Oxford, England. Not San Francisco. 
Not Louisville. Not the twenty or so other states I’ve visited. Not anyplace.

Those places all spoke to me, but Arkansas speaks louder.
It speaks in the voice of the World War II vet who was captured by the 

Japanese in his first battle and spent the entirety of the war in a prison camp. 
He came home to Arkansas and though he lived more than a half-century 
more, he never, ever ate rice again.

It tells me of the homeless man who dropped off his iguana at the Sherwood 
Animal Shelter because winter was coming and he feared he wouldn’t be 
able to keep his beloved pet warm enough to survive.

It leads me to a former Catholic orphanage, where a calf fell into a septic 
tank and the caretaker had to call a tow truck to get him winched out.

It’s always amazed me that some people — many people — don’t seem to 

notice these stories around them, or care little about them if they do. And I 
think that’s a telling characteristic about a person’s connection to his state. 
I remember classmates in high school and college just chomping at the bit 
to get out of Arkansas, and grown friends muttering about relocating to 
another part of the country just for the sake of not living here anymore.  

Such mindsets have always befuddled me. There’s not a state in the Union, 
after all, that is without its imperfections. Heck, just mention to someone 
that she’s lucky to live in such-and-such a place, and she’ll soon disregard its 

virtues in favor of cataloging its vices. But 
no matter how much a person belabors his 
state, there’s no dissuading someone who 
lives Here and wants to live There.

And that’s what it comes down to, for 
me: sense of place. My first mentor as 
a journalist, the late Anne Clancy, had 
an even better term for it: your inner 
landscape. Hers had beaches and desert 
vistas. Mine had hills and forests and 
rivers — in short, Arkansas.

And that’s what makes me an 
Arkansawyer, when so many people aren’t.

Here’s how I’ve always laid it out in 
my mind: You can be an Arkansan just 
by living here, no matter where you’re 
originally from. And you’re an Arkie if 
you come from here, no matter where 
you’re living now. 

But you’re only an Arkansawyer if you 
belong here.

I clearly belong here. It’s why I keep 
coming back from places that are more 
exciting, or offer more cultural amenities, 
or have better job opportunities. It’s 
why I keep coming back despite the 
capricious cruelty of tornado season, 
and the godawful heat and humidity of 
summer that too often drags on through 

late September, and our ongoing love affair with provincialism in politics 
and education. 

None of those things are enough to keep me away.  Not from a place so 
thick with stories that you can’t walk two steps without bumping into a 
new one. 

So, to steal a line from that Yankee president, “Ich bin ein Arkansawyer.” 
I’m as much the state’s as the state is mine. To that end we’re kind of like 
the all-too-prevalent mosquitoes, feeding off of each other. And I’ll admit, 
that’s a little weird.

But then, it’s never been boring.

Our guest columnist, Eric Francis, is a freelance writer and fervent Arkansan.

“If I could rest 
anywhere It would 

be In arkansas, where 
the men are of the 

real half-horse, 
half-allIgator 

breed such as grow 
nowhere else on the 
face of the unIversal 

earth but just 
around the backbone 

of north amerIca.” 
— Attributed to Davy Crockett
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