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last word

It was spring when my father died a couple of years back. But Jim Francis 
had been born in November, and it’s this time of year that the most visible 
reminder of his life—other than my younger brother and the guy I see in the 
mirror—comes into clearest focus.

Pine trees, by the thousands, splashing green across the winter-dulled facade 
of his adopted state.

Dad was a life insurance agent by profession, but his passion lay in the 
pines. He bought his first piece of Arkansas pine forest after returning from 
post-World War II Europe in the 1950s and immersed himself in the forest’s 
lore. He would proudly tell people that he was a weekend tree farmer—and 
provide more depth of detail on the timber industry than, perhaps, they had 
been looking for.

Eventually, our family acquired tracts of Arkansas pine in Clark, Nevada, 
and Faulkner counties totaling several hundred acres. In typical Jim Francis 
fashion, Dad had come up with 
unique names for each tract, some of 
them quite unique: The Piney Woods, 
Upper and Lower Slobovia (inspired 
by the Li’l Abner comic strip), the 
Toonerville Trolley Timber Tract, 
Willie’s Wasteland, Rim Rock Ranch. 
Most of the time we referred to them 
singly and collectively as “the woods.” 
We grew mostly loblolly, a name 
that left my schoolmates scratching 
their heads but which I thought was 
beautiful. Over the years, loblollies 
figuratively helped keep a roof over 
my head and maybe even literally over 
those same classmates’ heads, given 
how much timber we sent to sawmills.

In today’s terminology, you could 
say my father was a pine-tree geek, 
though he certainly would’ve frowned 
upon the word as frivolous. But there’s really no denying the sentiment. For 
instance, when my younger brother, Andy, was born, Dad drew up a pine-
tree–themed birth announcement for the new “seedling,” with hand-drawn 
pines representing the rest of the family: A short, stout tree for Dad, a tall and 
slender one for Mom, and a little sprout for year-old “sibling-sapling” Eric.

I wish I had a copy of that birth announcement because it’s the kind of 
thing people will accuse you of making up without proof in hand, but it was 
absolutely Dad’s style.

Our property didn’t make us timber barons by any stretch of the imagination, 
but it was a respectable demesne for a family holding in Arkansas. Dad even 
came up with a word—an acronym, actually—for folks like us: Private, 
nonindustrial forestland owner, or PNIFLO. It caught on with the folks at the 

Arkansas Forestry Commission, with whom he worked closely over many years 
through the tree-farm system and by volunteering in various capacities. His 
contributions to his craft led to him being named Outstanding Tree Farmer 
of the Year for Arkansas and the Southwest Region in 1980; as I recall, he was 
the only one of the four national finalists who didn’t actually live on or next 
to his property.

Recently, I’ve been doing some work for the Forestry Commission and have 
been pleased to discover that Dad’s made-up word, and his memory, are still 
common currency among commission veterans. Early on I heard, “Was Jim 
Francis your father?” at least once or twice a day. I have answered “yes” to that 
question my whole life, but it never carried quite the same weight. Months 
in, I still run into longtime foresters who knew Dad and are quick to express 
their admiration.

My stint at the commission is in big part a tribute to my father’s legacy. To 
tell the truth, I was a poor student 
of his woods lore. While I never 
lost the appreciation for nature Dad 
nurtured in me, the older I got, the 
more I found other things to spend 
my time on—science fiction books 
and fantasy role-playing games and 
cars and girls, in precisely that order. 
All were things that didn’t require a 
two-hour drive in a 1968 Suburban 
(red with one white door) to rural 
Nevada County to enjoy. That’s not 
to say I quit going once I quit being a 
little kid; there are plenty of photos of 
me as a young man tooling around in 
the woods with Dad. But I didn’t go as 
often, and eventually, I didn’t go at all.

The last time I went to the woods 
with Dad I was in my early thirties. 
The photos are the usual Jim Francis 

assortment: impressive trees, interesting mushrooms, Eric riding around on 
the four-wheeler Dad called his kiddie car—a concession to aching hips and 
knees that rendered it impossible for Dad to walk around his woods all day 
like he used to. His own trips to the woods came less and less often, and before 
another decade had passed, the pine forests had all been sold. But he never 
lost his love for those pine trees, and I never forgot just how important it was 
to him that his sons shared in that experience. How could I? It is cataloged 
in countless Kodachrome slides, printed photographs, forestry relics, and 
indelible memories.

A father’s love is evergreen, even after he’s gone. I see proof of it every time 
I look out over the landscape of Arkansas, long after hardwoods have nothing 
to show but twigs, and see the pine trees in their glory.
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