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Georgia peaches. Florida oranges. California wine. Washington apples. 
Idaho potatoes. Kentucky bourbon. Maine lobster.

Arkansas... um... well....
Why is it there’s no foodstuff — no crop or product or grocery staple — 

that people automatically fill in when you mention our state? 
That right there is a vacuum, folks. And as we learned in high school, 

nature abhors a vacuum. So does marketing, and I say we have here before us 
one of the great untapped marketing schemes in this state’s history: Putting 
Arkansas on the lips of this nation’s grocery shoppers, both figuratively 
and literally.

And I got our nominee right here: Rice.
Oh, I’m sure many of you have other candidates to represent Arkansas 

in the culinary firmament, all of them with their merits. I’ll confess to 
having a soft spot in my heart for catfish, and I’m a mighty big fan of 
the pig in all its succulent variations. But let’s be honest — some people 
(coughYankeescough) are always going to be squeamish about eating a 
bottom-feeder, and the folks up in Fayetteville probably wouldn’t approve 
of the nation being convinced that the university’s mascot should be viewed 
as a main course rather than a major college threat. 

Nosiree, for my money rice has got to be the frontrunner. We grow more 
of it than anybody else in the nation, and we grow it as well as anybody 
else in the world. Rice is eaten by the rich and the poor and everybody else 
along that spectrum; it has applications for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and 
dessert; and it possesses massive cross-cultural appeal — I mean, have you 
encountered a cuisine that doesn’t include rice in some way, shape, or form? 
I thought not. So why shouldn’t we capitalize on this?  

Besides, one would be hard-pressed to find a crop with a better jumping-
off point. Like I noted elsewhere in this fine publication, Arkansas’s rice 
output is roughly half — half! — of what’s grown in America each year. 

Talk about your market dominance! Heck, Georgia only ranks third in 
terms of peach production — yet when’s the last time you heard someone 
ask for a California peach, or a South Carolina peach?  Brazil’s orange crop 
is twice what’s produced in the whole United States, but it’s Florida’s name 
you see in the logos. 

Granted, products like oranges and taters and bourbon have an advantage 
over rice, and that is their singular nature. You can eat an orange, or drink 
a bottle of bourbon (not all at once, I beg of you), or bake a potato. You 
don’t, on the other hand, grab a rice. For a lot of folks, rice is merely an 
ingredient, or at best a side dish. 

It lacks, as they say in Hollywood, star quality.
Yet this is not a hurdle, say I, but merely a stepping stone. After all, 

mention wheat and people think of Kansas, even if they don’t look for 
that state’s name on a bag of flour — and even though the Sunflower State 
(seriously, that’s what they’re known as) only produces about one-fifth of 
the wheat crop every year.

Yet when people pour a cup of rice into a pot of water, do they automatically 
associate it with Arkansas? I honestly don’t know. I’ve always taken for 
granted that Arkansas grows the most rice, and in my sundry travels to 
other states I’ve never thought to ask anyone if they know or care where 
their rice comes from.

But we can fix that. And getting people to equate rice with Arkansas in 
general is the first step towards getting them to think of Arkansas Rice in 
the specific.

I don’t doubt that there are people involved in the Arkansas rice industry 
who are working on this right now. For all I know, these good folks have 
already trademarked the name “Arkansas Rice” and had T-shirts printed 
up and posted humorous videos on YouTube and are at this very moment 
contacting their attorneys about filing an intellectual property infringement 
lawsuit. This is all well and good. But my fellow Arkansawyers, I say unto 
you it is our sacred duty to shoulder this task ourselves!

Much like charity, a successful image-building campaign begins at home. 
When you’ve got out-of-state guests, make a point of putting your Arkansas 
in their rice. Feed it to them, of course. Take them on a late-summer driving 
tour along Arkansas 165 from Humnoke to Stuttgart and comment on 
the glorious, green-gold glow of the maturing rice fields. Mold your Rice 
Krispies treats into the shape of Our Fair State. Offer them rice-hull pillows 
if they’re staying the night. 

Then, it’s time for missionary work! Carry rice with you as a hostess gift 
when you’re visiting far-flung kin. Give witness about the superiority of its 
flavor and texture and versatility. Ponder aloud on the patriotism of buying 
American when someone reaches for a bag of jasmine rice. And don’t forget 
to note that, why yes, we’ve grown that very same variety of sushi rice down 
home in Arkansas, thanks for asking.

It may take years. It may even take a generation or two. But if we all pull 
together on this, the time will come when the first thing folks think about 
when they hear the name of Arkansas will be rice.

And you have to admit, that’s going to be a nice change.
Eric Francis lives in North Little Rock.
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