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LAST WORD

IT’S PRETTY CLOSE TO IMPOSSIBLE to grow up in a city in Arkansas 
and not be exposed to signi!cant amounts of “country.”

"e urban-rural interface, they call it. And rural is the status quo for many 
folks in this state. Arkansas is fairly short on metropolitan areas, regardless 
of the fact that we (like the denizens of many small states) will slap the name 
“city” onto any place where more than a thousand or so people live. You can 
determine if you’re in a rural or urban part of Arkansas with a one-question 
test: Does the local school system let the kids out on the opening day of deer 
season? "at will settle the issue quite neatly.

It’s surprisingly easy for those Arkansawyers who live in cities to insulate 
themselves from the state’s wild side. When vacation time needs to be used, 
some elect not to go camping or drown some worms, but instead hie o# to bigger 
cities for understandably attractive cultural options. At an even simpler level, 
folks with a free weekend who could go hiking or birding instead hunker down 
at home with the computer and the television. And that’s a pity. A$er all, your 
family likely doesn’t have to go back many 
generations in this state to !nd kin who 
made their living from the land. And most 
of what passes today for outdoor recreation 
can be traced back to essential skills for 
survival. Hunting, !shing, camping and 
boating are obvious ones—but also hiking, 
because sometimes boot leather was the 
only way to get from one place to the next. 
Woodcarving? If you needed a tool, you 
had to make it. Gardening? You had to have 
fruits and vegetables to put up for the winter, 
else how’s a body going to eat?

A lot of those rural skills have morphed 
from essential to quaint over the years, 
but they’ve never gone away. And it’s 
heartwarming, and not a little humorous 
to me, to think that the most sophisticated subdivision dwellers who are making 
that stylish organic mango-watermelon-asparagus salsa they read about in the 
latest foodie magazine are really just canning.

I have always maintained that access (and exposure) to the less-developed 
side of Arkansas is a good thing, and I enjoyed plenty of outings in my youth. 
But as I’ve grown older, my personal interface has distinctly shi$ed in the urban 
direction. I still love "e Great Outdoors, but I venture into it less o$en. I am, I 
must shamefacedly admit, one of those who too o$en opts for Facebook over 
forests when I’ve got time to spare. "e sunburns and chigger bites that were 
mere annoyances of my youth are, at middle age, more substantial obstacles 
between me and all that fresh air. Even when I do suck it up and head for the hills, 
I get reminders that I’m not quite as pro!cient at interfacing with the state’s rural 
side as I maybe once was. And sometimes those reminders are quite glaring.

I took up running a few years ago—well, when I say running I really mean 
“running,” which is mostly walking with some jogging thrown in—and try to 
get in a few miles every day of the week. Most days, anyway. OK, I occasionally 
manage to drag myself out of bed early enough to put some miles behind me on 
the trail down by the Arkansas River. For all the time that I’m outside, though, 
it’s still a thoroughly urban endeavor. But this summer, I made a trip to Eureka 
Springs and decided to take my running shoes with me. "ere’s a lovely trail 

around Lake Leatherwood just outside of town. Rural running! Fresh air and 
picturesque scenery! What could possibly go wrong, besides the occasional 
cobweb in the face?

"e thing is, though, there’s a world of di#erence between a paved urban 
trail and a natural rural one. I’d just prodded myself into a jog for the last half 
mile when the tip of my right toe caught on a deceptively low-looking rock, 
and as I careened forward, windmilling my arms, a little monologue played out 
in my head as I tried to convince myself that I was not, absolutely not, going 
to fall. It sounded something like, “OK, I’ve got this. I’ll have my feet back 
under me in a second … uh, no, I won’t. Hey, that tree coming up—maybe I 
can grab it! It’ll scrape up my hand, but at least I won’t hit the…” KABOOM! 
It was less interface and more in-your-face. I hobbled back to the car a bloody 
mess, and with a little more respect for the ground underneath my feet.

No mere spill on a dirt trail is going to put me o# the remoter corners 
of the state, though. A couple of months a$er the debacle, I headed out to 

Conway County to conduct an interview, 
buoyed by the fact that the directions 
informed me to turn onto a dirt road once 
I got close to Brewer Lake. A$er winding 
through the woods for a mile or so, the 
road broke from the trees, and I found 
myself rolling up a broad meadow toward 
a log cabin with a promising front porch. 
Introductions made, the owners invited 
me to sit with them on that porch and 
enjoy a cool drink, the occasional breeze 
and an eye-popping view out across 
that lake and over the ridges that would 
eventually roll up to Petit Jean Mountain. 

Mind you, some of the charm was 
momentarily dampened when my hostess 
told a harrowing tale about being bitten by 

a tick, catching something nasty and spending a few days under close medical 
observation. But heck, you can pick up a tick in a city park as well, so really, 
that’s not a deal breaker. As we visited for a few hours with hummingbirds 
thrumming around the feeders and summer insects tuning up for a daytime 
chorus, my mind dri$ed to what it would be like to call such a place home. I 
imagined that in springtime, you could hear the voices of the frogs from all 
the way down at the lake, and that a$er a snowfall, the silence would be so 
profound that it would provide a feeling of perfect isolation—that there was 
nobody in the world but you, sitting on the porch of your cabin, interfacing 
with nature.

A paradisiacal feeling, that. But I suspect that, ultimately, I like city 
conveniences too much to be a full-time resident of a rural cabin. But city 
houses have front porches, too. And while mine doesn’t boast quite so 
magni!cent a vista, it faces into the sunset, and I get treated to pretty nice 
light shows many an evening. Maybe I’ll even hang up a hummingbird feeder 
and give myself a day o# work when deer season starts, though I’ll more likely 
be found in a museum or co#ee shop than a deer stand.

One thing’s for sure, though. If I go for a run, I’ll still be watching my feet. 
A$er all, I’m only a pothole away from an urban in-your-face.

Columnist Eric Francis is urbanely interfaced with North Little Rock.
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