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LAST WORD

I recently picked up some summer reading that’s guaranteed to have me 
grinning like a madman and possibly leave some of my friends feeling a 
little green around the gills. 

The 2012 Arkansas Highway Map.
Sure, it’s just two pages long and has more squiggly lines than words. 

But those squiggles tell the tale of one of Arkansas’s greatest assets, as I 
see it: The 16,414 miles of state highways that allow you to get from here 
to there by anything but the shortest, straightest, and most direct route. 
There’s a lot to be said for road trips where the drive is the destination.

Take the legendary Pig Trail—I mean that literally. Manufacture a reason 
to head for Northwest Arkansas and cut off Interstate 40 at Ozark in favor 
of Highway 23. I’m half convinced that the football fans who used that 
twisty route were at least as interested in the vistas as they were the games. 
Winding through the Ozark National Forest up to Brashears was its own 
reward—and taking the same route back must’ve been some consolation 
if the Hogs didn’t deliver on the gridiron.

If the Pig Trail is old hat to you, I suggest leaving the interstate a bit 
earlier, at Clarksville, and introducing yourself to Highway 21. What a 
magnificent drive! It, too, makes its way through the Ozark forests and 
Boston Mountains, and while the eye-popping vistas may be fewer and 
farther between, the breathtaking curves go on for what feels like three 
times the distance. This is assuredly a driver’s road, laid by people who 
understood things like stick shifts and independent suspensions and lift-
off oversteer. The highway crosses the Buffalo River at Boxley (a place 
every Arkansawyer ought to visit at least once), and just past Kingston it 
deposits you on Highway 412, which will carry you on into the heart of 
the NWA metroplex.

I think if I had to pick a single piece of Arkansas highway as my favorite, 
I’d have to go with a stretch of Highway 9 in the heart of the Ozarks—even 
though I’ve driven it only once. I was on my way from Melbourne down 
to Mountain View, trying to keep an appointment, and what I found in 
between was tarmac Nirvana. Such bends! Such climbs! Such thrills! Never 
had I encountered so fun a road in Arkansas, and never have I since. By 
the time I crossed the White River at Sylamore, I was in love. Had it not 
been for that appointment, I’d have turned around and driven the route 
another two or three times. Heck, I might still be driving it today.

Fahrvergnügen is all well and good, but there’s even a bit of road I love 
primarily for the comic relief it provides. At one point during its run 
northward to Eureka Springs, Highway 65 overtops a ridge and plummets 
disconcertingly. A huge sign proclaims the next several miles to be crooked 
and steep, and truckers are advised to seek the shallow end of the gearbox. 
Shortly after you begin the descent, you find the emergency-brake testing 
area, a wide spot in the road smeared with skid marks. And not much 
farther along is a runaway truck ramp, a long pit of pea gravel designed to 
arrest the forward motion of the most recalcitrant tractor-trailer.

Then, in the midst of all this, a sign that delivers the coup de grâce: “Stop 
When School Bus Stops.” Oh, well, good thing I just tested my emergency 
brakes…

The roads I love don’t have to be sidewinder-esque. I also like the other 
end of Highway 65, once you get south of McGehee, where the road 
meanders through the Delta countryside. The long, slow bend it takes 
along the shoreline of Lake Chicot always makes me wish I knew someone 
who owned one of those little lakeside shacks so I’d have a place to stop 
and drown some worms while I enjoyed a lazy lunch. 

And one of my favorite local drives is made up of highways that are, 
for the most part, ruler-straight and board-flat. I head out of North Little 
Rock on 165—the England Highway, people still call it—past farm and field 
until I get to Scott, where I turn onto 161 for a jaunt through the old pecan 
orchards and swampy backwaters that were once the province of plantation 
owners. That’s the back way to England, where I pick up 165 again and 
return whence I came. It’s a relaxing little loop, full of wide-open vistas 
and humble homesteads that speak quietly and eloquently of Arkansas.

I think every new highway map is an opportunity for both discovery and 
rediscovery. For example, on paper, Highway 14 between Harriet and Lead 
Hill looks like a marvelously curvaceous ride—what’s not to love about 
that? I can’t even remember the last time I drove Highway 7 between Hot 
Springs and Ola, and I’m sure I’ve never driven it from Dover to Marble 
Falls. And how can you not want to visit towns with names like Figure 
Five, Number Nine, and Back Gate? 

Pack a lunch and ice down some Cokes—we’re hitting the road. I’ll drive 
us out, and you can drive us back.

Columnist Eric Francis starts and ends his road trips in North Little Rock.
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